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Willa Cather has influenced American literature in her own way. Her 
Nebraska novel brought a breath of fresh air to the prevailing over-elaborate salon 
style of Henry James. Her nostalgic memory of the west land gave her impulses to 
describe the landscape, the pioneer women, and the unyielding pioneer spirit. She 
is one of those writers who narrates the frontier life with beauty and entire 
earnestness. 
The description of nature in Willa Cather’s novels is attractive with its 
compelling beauty of nature, the primitive and historical landscape of both 
Nebraska and the American Southwest, and the meaningful implication of the 
relationship between human, especially women, and nature. All of these elements 
construct the particular aesthetics of Willa Cather’s novels. Edith Lewis once 
judged that it was Cather who found the beauty in Nebraska and spread the beauty 
and aesthetics to the rest of the world: “Except for some of the people who lived in 
it, I think no one had ever found Nebraska beautiful until Willa Cather wrote about 
it” (17).  
In recent years the cultural criticism and the  ecocriticism have increasingly 
contributed to Cather studies. In 1995, Joseph R. Urgo’s cu ltural study Willa 
Cather and the Myth of American Migration illustrated that almost everyone in 
America shares migratory consciousness. Another new perspective of Cather 
studies has been provided by the environmental studies. The Eighth International 
Cather Seminar with the seminar “Willa Cather’s Environmental Imagination” was 
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held in America in 2000. In the seminar many scholars presented their 
environmental studies on Willa Cather to deepen our understanding of her works 
and broaden our view on Cather studies.  
This thesis attempts to explore and investigate the representation of nature in 
Willa Cather’s novels from three aspects in the ecocritic perspective. In the first 
place, how is nature represented and depicted in Cather’s novels? Secondly, how 
the metaphor of nature or land reflects and influences human attitudes to nature 
and the relationship between human and nature? Lastly, do the values expressed or 
reflected in her novels refer to any ecological wisdom, or relate to the present 
environmental crisis? The general purpose of this study is to expand and revalue 
the image of nature in Cather’s novels on the basis of previous studies to be 
complementary to the ecocritical Cather study. 
This thesis is made up of five chapters. Chapter I begins with a brief 
introduction to Willa Cather’s position and contribution in American literary 
history. A summary of Cather studies over the past five decades will be shown 
from several aspects to gain a comprehensive understanding of the situation and 
the development of Cather studies. Cather is an influential and remarkable female 
writer who occupies a unique and important place in American literature. Although 
almost a hundred years have passed since her first Nebraska novel O Pioneers! 
(1913) was published, readers have never forgotten her and critics have never 
stopped investigating her works from different perspectives. The previous studies 
show that the study of Cather’s novels underwent a change from a traditional 
approach to a modern perspective, from focusing on the theme, the mode, the 
aesthetics and the moral value of her novels to emphasizing the cultural aspects 
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such as gender, the immigration and the mythical significance of her novels. 
In addition, the definition and the feature of the main methodology and the 
theory of this thesis—ecocriticism and ecofeminism— and the implications of the 
critical term “nature” will be examined in Chapter I as well. In recent years, along 
with the development of ecocriticism, more and more critics have been focusing 
on Cather’s works from its perspective. Their researches will be examined closely 
in this chapter to grasp a better understanding of the virtue and the problem of this 
study.  
In Chapter II, some of the remarkable features of Cather’s writing style, as 
well as some of the important stages of her life will be surveyed. She writes in an 
essay “The Novel Démeublé” that what she aims at is “novels without furniture” 
(835), and declares in another essay “On the Art of Fiction” that “art, it seems to 
me, should simplify”. We will discuss how these principles are applied in her 
novels. Another part of this chapter is a brief recapitulation of Cather’s life and 
experiences. Her Nebraska childhood, university life in Lincoln, apprenticeship in 
Pittsburgh and journalist life in New York had a huge influence on her writing. To 
make an overall understanding of Cather’s novels, it is unavoidable for us to take 
account of Cather’s life experience in different stages. James Woodress’ Willa 
Cather: Her Life and Art, which describes Cather’s life and works in detail, will 
be an important and essential reference in this paper. It will be shown that Cather’s 
childhood experience leads her to her own historical understanding of the 
relationship between the American past and present. It was not her original 
intention to be in the literary world. Under her English teacher’s influence, 
however, her enthusiasm for literary writing was strongly stimulated after she 
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found her critical essay had been printed on the journal before she knew about it. 
She accepted the literature curriculum systematically, and worked as an associated 
editor in a newly literary magazine. Her life became richer and more colorful, and 
her social network expanded when she worked as an editor for Home Monthly.
1
 
Her love and passion for artistic work, music and play made her attempt to absorb 
the form of art for her writing. In 1906, Cather began to work for McClure’s 
Magazine
2
 in New York and reached the peak of her job as an editor. However, the 
busy and exciting work prevented her from concentrating on literary writing. In 
1912, accepting Sarah Orne Jewett’s
3
 suggestion, she resigned from the magazine 
and devoted herself on writing novels. 
Chapter III will discuss and analyze the image of cities in her novel The 
Professor’s House (1925) and three short stories, “Paul’s Case”(1905), “Behind 
the Singer Town”(1906), and “Neighbour Rosicky”(1932). Although Cather is 
famous for her Nebraska novels, she chose to live in New York City and she had a 
mixed and complicated feeling toward the modern city and urbanism. The 
                                                   
1
 Home Monthly was a monthly women’s magazine published in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania in the late 19th century. When Home Monthly was established in 
1896, it hired Willa Cather as the managing editor. Cather oversaw the publication 
of 12 issues of the magazine between June 1896 and July 1897. A number of 
Cather’s short stories were published in the magazine during her tenure.  
2
 From 1906 to 1912, Cather was an editorial staff of McClure’s Magazine (1893–
1929), an American illustrated monthly periodical popular at the turn of the 20th 
century. “At the beginning of 1906 McClure’s Magazine was a fabulously 
successful enterprise under the editorial direction of an erratic genius” (Woodress , 
Life 119). 
3
 Sarah Orne Jewett (1849–1909) was an American novelist, short story writer and 
poet, best known for her local color works set along or near the southern seacoast 
of Maine. Jewett is recognized as an important practitioner of American literary 
regionalism, whose suggestion greatly influenced Cather ’s writing. “Sarah Orne 
Jewett, one of the most prepotent forces in her [Cather’s] literary development 
(Woodress, Life 129)”. 
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significance of the urban image in Cather’s novels is still overlooked by critics 
because her short stories have not received the same attention as her novels, 
especially her Nebraska and the Southwest novels. Also the preconception about 
the aesthetic and symbolic meaning of city images in Cather’s works misled  them. 
Cather’s attitude to urbanism and cities is variable even contradictory in her works. 
To examine how the urban images are reflected and valued in each work will bring 
forth a new interpretation and understanding of each work.  
The characters’ perceptions of the urban space as a surrounding environment, 
and the connection between human and the city landscape are also well depicted 
and presented in Cather’s novels. Although a large number of critics have focused 
on the Nebraska prairie, the wilderness, or the American West, she also set many 
of her short stories in urban locations. Cather moved to Nebraska in her childhood, 
then went to Nebraska University in Lincoln and worked as an editor in Pittsburgh 
and New York. The study of nature in Cather’s novels should not be exclusively 
restricted to the stories in rural areas or wildness, but her other novels and short 
stories, which deal with the urban landscape and artificial environment, need to be 
incorporated in the scope of the study as well.  
The image of city and the urban environment in her works are more complex 
than her suburban-set stories and differ in each story. This reveals that Cather had 
a complicated and conflicting attitude to modern cities and urbanism. Chapter III 
is designed to interpret these complex and symbolic meanings hidden under these 
images of city.  
Michael Bennett’s essay “From Wide Open Spaces to Metropolitan Places: 
The Urban Challenge to Ecocriticism” shows a way to interpret the urban space 
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within the scope of ecocriticism. He remarks that even though ecocriticism is 
developing rapidly, the issue of the urban environment is frequently ignored, and 
he predicts that the challenge for ecocriticism now is to incorporate the study of 
urban environments into ecological criticism (32). In terms of recent developments 
and the future prospects of ecocriticism, Lawrence Buell also supposes that it is 
essential to enlarge and broaden the vision and scope of ecocriticism (22-23). 
There is no doubt that these books and articles are of enormous inspiration and 
diverse insights. Both of them insist that the study objective of ecocriticism is not 
only the natural landscape or the relationship between human and nature, but also 
human-to-human relationships, and even the image of cities. This conception of 
social ecology in Bennett’s article and Buell’s book is undoubtedly expected to 
serve as the theoretical support to survey the images of urbanism in Cather’s 
works. It can broaden the scope of ecocriticism on the one hand, and allow us to 
rethink and reexamine the real reason or the deep root of the contemporary 
environment crisis on the other. From the standpoint of this perspective, Chapter 
III will show that the image of urbanism in Cather’s novels are multilayered and 
symbolic. By interpreting these city images, Cather’s different attitudes to 
urbanism in different periods will be identified and clarified. Also, the image of 
cities in the notion of social ecology will deepen our understanding of Cather’s 
themes of her novels, helping us search more precisely the source and origin of the 
contemporary environmental crisis. 
Chapter IV investigates how the image of feminized nature or the relationship 
between nature and women are represented in one of Cather’s most well-known 
Nebraska novels, O Pioneers! (1913). Nature in this novel acts as a highlighted 
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and remarkable protagonist, and the image of feminized nature is exhibited as an 
enriched multi-dimensional character. Taking into account that Cather is 
frequently considered as a lesbian writer, the image of feminized nature should be 
regarded as a meaningful and remarkable topic. With the recent development of 
ecofeminism, the relationship between women and nature reflected in her novels 
begins to draw attention. The previous reviews tended to focus more on the 
heroine’s relation to nature, but less on the other characters’. Nature represented 
differently from other characters’ point of views proposes the question of whether 
nature in their views can still be understood as feminized nature. The image of 
feminized nature in this novel will be interpreted by comparing this work with 
Wordsworth’s poem “Nutting” and Whitman’s poem “Pioneers, O, Pioneers”. 
Meanwhile, the issue of feminized nature is not merely related to literature. It also 
involves subjects such as homosexuality, environmental protection and feminism. 
Therefore, not only will the nature description or landscape be interpreted, but the 
role of gender, the patriarchal culture and people’s attitude to  nature implied in 
feminized nature will also be investigated in this chapter. Furthermore, geographer 
Yi-fu Tuan and environmental historian Carolyn Merchant’s remarks provide us 
with a diverse insight to the two-sided images of feminized nature—the desirable 
peaceful nature as a virgin or the fertile nature as a mother, and the chaotic 
destructive nature as a witch. The dichotomy of feminized nature will help us 
explore the allegorical theme of this novel by distinguishing implications of the 
landscapes and the characters’ attitudes to nature. 
To analyze the attractive landscape of her Nebraska novels in terms of 
ecofeminism will reveal the hidden meaning of feminized nature in Cather’s 
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novels, especially in O Pioneers! As Willa Cather has long been considered to be a 
lesbian writer, gender issues are regarded as one of the most complicated and 
controversial aspects in her novels. The symbolic meaning beneath the imagery of 
feminized nature is more profound and interesting than ever as we read her works 
now. For example, Alexandra’s love and intimacy with nature is very different 
from her father’s attitude to his “desirable” nature. Nature is portrayed as a round 
character in the novel, and the description of nature in Part I is entirely different 
from the one in Part II. In order to grasp the significant meaning of the image of 
nature or the description of nature in her novels, other perspectives such as the 
history of the environment, social ecology, and even geography should be taken 
into our consideration. 
Tuan’s series of books in sociological geography such as Space and Place: 
The Perspective of Experience (1977) and Landscapes of Fear (1979) put 
emphasis on human’s sensitivity for the surrounding landscape. Also from the 
perspective of environmental history, Merchant’s The Death of Nature: Women, 
Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution explicates the history and the change of the 
relationship between human and nature from ancient times to the modern era . In 
this remarkable book, the analogy between nature and women is comprehensively 
analyzed and investigated. These books provide us with new perspectives to 
interpret the symbolic meaning of the natural landscape in Cather’s novels. On the 
feminized nature in her works, many critics have focused mainly on the issue of 
homosexuality, since Cather has been believed to be a lesbian writer due to the 
descriptions such as of the heroine Alexandra’s “manly” intimacy with nature in O 
Pioneers! There is, however, scarcely any attention paid to the image of feminized 
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nature from the perspective of sociological geography or environmental history. 
The feminized nature in O Pioneers! contains two kinds of feminine images, 
nature as a witch and as a virgin, which correspond with Merchant’s notion. It is 
this dual meaning of feminized nature that makes the description of nature in Part I 
and Part II totally different, and constructs character’s different attitudes to  nature. 
Merchant points out that the metaphor of feminized nature affects and 
regulates the human attitudes to the earth (xxi). That is to say, the image of it in 
literary works exerts an influence on the human attitudes to nature and the earth. 
In order to confirm this assertion, its image in other literary works— 
Wordsworth’s “Nutting” and Whitman’s “Pioneers! O Pioneers!”—might as well 
be compared with the one in O Pioneers! Through this comparison, feminized 
nature’s influence in general on human behavior to nature are expected to be 
revealed. Nature as a virgin reflects the human desire to conquer nature, while 
nature as a fertile mother leads to the human overexploitation of it. In addition to 
these two, nature as a witch, which derives from human’s fear that nature is 
chaotic, inferior and full of disorder, precisely exposes human’s greedy ambition 
to rule, tame and cultivate the whole world (127). 
The feminized nature in O Pioneers! contains two meaning, a virgin and a 
witch, each of them reflecting people’s different desires toward nature. The 
perspective of ecofeminism also supports us to presume that the metaphor of 
feminized nature implicates the human attitudes to nature. According to 
Ecofeminism and Globalization, “Dualistic conceptual structures identify women 
with femininity, the body, sexuality, earth or nature and materiality; and men with 
masculinity, the mind, heaven, the supernatural, and disembodied spirit” (Eaton 
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and Lorentzen 2), so the land is frequently considered as a virgin bearing the 
pastoral image, on the other hand, the wilderness can be interpreted as a witch, 
which is disordered, chaotic, devastating and needs to be tamed and conquered by 
men. In this way, the image of feminized nature represents human’s attitude as 
well as determines their behavior against nature.  
Chapter V investigates how the image of nature in the past is represented in 
Cather’s novels. There is no doubt that Cather is good  at depicting the past nature. 
For instance, there are many representations of the nostalgic memories and ancient 
culture of native American in her novels. Most researches are, however, focusing 
almost exclusively on the content of memories, while ignoring the media or the 
way to connect the past, the present and the future in Cather’s novels. The image 
of the past nature is not directly depicted in her novels, but Cather represents it by 
using some media. This chapter attempts to sum up two examples of these 
media—the image of the train, the character’s relationship with the landscape—to 
connect nature in the past, the present and the future in her works.  
As a typical and significant form of transportation in America at that time, the 
railway frequently appears in Cather’s novels. With her description of the train, 
Cather intentionally merges it into the wilderness or the natural landscape and 
creates the scenery that is a combination of man-made industry and natural 
wilderness. Even more intriguingly, the combination of the train and wilderness 
metaphorically emblematizes industrial civilization’s intrusion into the wilderness, 
in other words, man’s triumph over nature. The other purpose or function of the 
frequent application of the railway in Cather’s novels is to take the characters back 
into the past or forward into the future. In this way, the train acts as the agency or 
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a kind of time machine, enlarging the space of the novel and connecting the past 
and the present. The image of the railway plays an important role to clarify how 
Cather connects the past and the present and how she deals with the bonds 
between the characters and the landscape. 
Carol Steinhagen’s essay “Dangerous Crossings: Historical Dimensions of 
Landscape in Willa Cather’s My Ántonia, The Professor’s House, and Death 
Comes for the Archbishop” identifies characters who experience the dangerous 
crossing, that is the dissolution of ego and the integration into nature. The 
dissolution of ego not only brings forth a sense of oneness with nature but also the 
death of the individual self. The characters face and communicate with the land 
before making their dangerous crossings into the landscape in the past, or the 
pre-landscape. Steinhagen’s article helps us focus more on the ties between the 
characters and the landscape. According to her, the term landscape originally 
signified the scenery in a painting, and along with the development of inner self in 
the modern mind as well as the separation between human and nature, it began to 
signify the land or natural scenery perceived from an individual’s viewpoint. In 
other words, to view nature or land in the frame of landscape painting in fact 
implies man’s distance and separation or estrangement from nature (65-66).  
There are more meaningful episodes in Cather’s novels that represents 
character’s intergradation into nature than what are mentioned and interpreted in 
Steinhagen’s article. For example, Jim’s encounter with the moving grass 
landscape in O Pioneers! and Thea’s one with the ancient native American culture 
in The Song of the Lark. By investigating them, the relationship between 
characters and landscape in Cather’s works could be verified more deeply in terms 
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of both the character’s integration with and separation from nature. Cather 
occasionally allows the characters to merge into the landscape to go through the 
collective memory of the land, while keeping them detached from the landscape as 
a viewer or an outsider to make a comment on nature. It was this delicate 
integration and separation that constructed Cather’s another important way of 
representing nature in the past to connect the past and the present. 
Leslie Marmon Silko’s essay “Landscape, History, and the Pueblo 
Imagination” informs us about the Pueblo people’s imagination and their modest 
attitudes to nature that are very much similar to Cather’s comments mentioned in 
her later novel, Death Comes for the Archbishop. Cather describes the characters’ 
encounters and sympathy with the land and imaginary landscape in the past in 
order to demonstrate the relationship between human and nature in modern society, 






Previous Studies of Cather’s Works and the Environmental Imagination 
 
1  Previous Studies of Cather’s Works 
Willa Siebert Cather (1837-1947), a distinguished American novelist, short 
story writer, poet and journalist, is celebrated for her depictions of the American 
prairie life in the novels such as O Pioneers! (1913), My Ántonia (1918) and One 
of Ours (1922). She won the Pulitzer Prize in 1922 with One of Ours. In her 
lifetime she wrote twelve novels, fifty-seven short stories, two books of essays and 
many poems. Cather was one of the most famous and prolific female writers of the 
second half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century. 
Her works have been interpreted from a wide variety of perspectives. Although 
one hundred years have passed since one of Cather’s most prestigious prair ie 
novels, O Pioneers! was published in 1913, researches on Cather’s novels from a 
number of different viewpoints are still being pursued. The following is a 
retrospection of the representative previous studies of Cather’s works. The 
purpose of this part is to make an overall understanding of viewpoints, methods 
and critical theories in these studies. As it will be observed, Cather’s works have 
been interpreted widely from the traditional close reading to the late twentieth 
century postmodernism reading. Also, along with the development of ecocriticism, 
her description of landscape and nature has once again been focused on and 
re-examined. In a word, as one of the world’s most famous and influential writers, 




1.1 Mode, Form, and Theme 
1.1.1 Aestheticism  
In The Landscape and the Looking Glass: Willa Cather’s Search for Value 
(1960), John H. Randall summarizes three important elements that had an 
influence on Cather’s writing style. At first, he asserts that Cather’s novels 
embody the principle of “art for art’s sake”. According to him, Cather’s finest 
works, the prairie novels, show that she valued the natural over the artificial: 
“Willa Cather managed to combine these two interests: she felt that the greatest 
artists themselves felt an impulse to abandon their craft and turn to nature itself for 
their real satisfactions”(6). Randall also argues that the Populist movement made 
her regard the American West as an ideal utopia (6). He also claims that the most 
significant features in her writing stems from Cather’s own personality. Cather is 
self-sufficient and self-reliant, which made it easy for her to become alienated and 
lonely. Besides, a permanent emotional state of adolescent rebelliousness and 
rejection of the surroundings is penetrated among the texts throughout her lifelong 
writing (2). Randall’s study integrates the aesthetic value, social environment at 
that time, and Cather’s personality in order to comprehensively analyze her 
writing.  
 
1.1.2 Imagination  
David Stouck’s Willa Cather’s Imagination (1975) systematically analyzes 
the form, the mode and moral meaning of Cather’s novels by using the traditional 
literary analyses. In order to “illustrate the unusual range and depth of Willa 
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Cather’s imagination”(2), which he regards as complex and sophisticated, he 
devotes Part I of his book to the study of various range of modes, forms and 
themes in her works. For example, Stouck categorizes O Pioneers! as an epic, My 
Ántonia as a pastoral, and Death comes for the Archbishop as a saint’s legend, 
Shadow on the Rock as a historical novel. In Part II, he explores the depths of 
Cather’s imagination in terms of the moral vision. Considering many of her novels 
to be related to artists, he then focuses on the theme of art in Part III. In a word, 
Stouck classifies the modes of Cather’s works into epic, pastoral, legend. satire etc. 
Also he examines the depth of moral and theme of artistic life through Cather’s 
novels. It should be noted that, his study primarily centers on the literary form and 
the theme of Cather’s novels, and rarely involves Cather’s biograph ical elements. 
 
1.1.3 Romanticism 
In terms of Cather’s place in literary tradition, one of the basic and primary 
questions is whether her works should be classified as realistic or romantic. In The 
Voyage Perilous: Willa Cather’s Romanticism (1986), Susan Rosowski 
demonstrates convincingly how the central tenet of romanticism is reflected in her 
writing life. She divides Cather’s romanticism into four phases. According to her, 
Cather “explored the terms of imaginative thought and celebrated creativity” (xi) 
in her optimistic early writings. For instance, O Pioneers! is a romantic mode of 
classical myth, The Song of the Lark is Cather’s Prelude, and A Lost Lady is a 
Keatsian ode (xi). According to Rosowski, Cather turned her youthful optimism 
and romantic imagination into reason and quest for truth in the second phase of her 
romanticism. Cather is subsequently considered to be “presenting a unity 
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antecedent to dualism” (xii) and “celebrated the harmony of correspondences” 
(xiii) in her third phase’s representative works such as Death Comes to the 
Archbishop and Shadows on the Rock. Rosowski finally concludes Cather’s later 
novels are Gothic novels which “explored the underside of the romantic 
imagination” (xiii).  
 
1.1.4 Southern Heritage 
Although Cather is usually associated with Nebraska or the American 
Midwest, she was born in the northern part of Virginia, and was from a family who 
had experienced both the antebellum and postbellum southern culture steeped in 
southern traditions. Focusing on this fact, Joyce McDonald asserts, in The Stuff of 
Our Forebears: Willa Cather’s Southern Heritage (1998), that throughout her 
career, her themes and literary modes, especially her use of the pastoral, reveal her 
southern sensibility, and link her to the southern literary tradition. He remarks that 
“Willa Cather, at various times, incorporates all of these Southern pastoral motifs 
into her work” (3). McDonald especially points out that the pastoral mode in 
Cather’s novels is associated with Cather’s memory of the South and the Southern 
economy which “depended on the myth of an edenic plantation culture” (4). 
Lucinda MacKethan supposes that many of Cather’s novels embody the pastoral 
motifs of Southern literature. They are the urges “to celebrate the simplicities of a 
natural order”, “to idealize a golden age almost always associated with childhood” 
and “to criticize a contemporary social situation according to an earlier and purer 




1.2 Critical Theories 
1.2.1 Feminism and Lesbianism 
Willa Cather: The Emerging Voice (1987), written by Sharon O’Brien, a 
well-known Cather scholar, is a biography to explore thoroughly the connections 
between her artistic and her psychological growth. Different from other biography, 
by employing methods like biographical, historical, psychoanalytic and Nancy 
Chodorow’s feminist psychoanalytical theories on the relations between women 
and their mothers, O’Brien attempts to “combine the outsider’s and the insider’s 
perspective, integrating detachment and sympathy in describing and interpreting 
Willa Cather’s life and work” (5). She makes full use of Cather’s personal and 
professional correspondence, photographs, and early short stories as well as major 
novels. As a woman herself, O’Brien concentrates on the psychological changes of 
women, from Cather’s childhood, adolescence, young womanhood to her lengthy 
apprenticeship. She is firmly convinced that Cather is a lesbian writer who has to 
disguise herself because lesbianism was not accepted by social convention at that 
time: “Her love for women was a source of great strength and imaginative power 
to her, but she feared misunderstanding and repudiation if this love were to be 
publicly named, quite a legitimate fear in her time” (6).  Willa Cather: The 
Emerging Voice is an influential provocative critical study, connecting the literary 
tradition of female writing as well as investigating Cather’s identity as a hidden 
lesbian novelist from the perspective of newly-developed feminist criticism.  
Unlike O’Brien’s book, which concentrates more on Cather’s lesbian 
psychology in the form of a biography, John P. Anders focuses on male 
homosexuality represented in Cather’s novels in Willa Cather’s Sexual Aesthetics 
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and the Male Homosexual Literary Tradition (1999). Instead of maintaining that 
Cather is a lesbian novelist, Anders regards Cather as a writer of gay fiction and 
analyzes the images of male homosexuality in Cather’s three representative works, 
examining patterns of male friendships and investigating the literary tradition of 
homosexuality. For example, Anders argues that unlike these other relationships, 
the friendship between Professor St. Peter and Tom Outland in The Professor’s 
House is more overtly eroticized (99). In addition, Latour and Vaillant’s male 
friendship in Death Comes for the Archbishop further reveal Cather’s sexual 
aesthetics: “Physical affection and spiritual ardour are perfectly blended; their 
love for one another is identical to their love of the Catholic Church” (126).      
 
1.2.2 Myth criticism 
With the development of the Myth criticism and Archetypal literary criticism 
in the second half of the twentieth century, increasing number of researchers have 
started focusing on recurring form of myth and archetype through the examination 
of symbol, image and character type. Since Cather has a classical education 
background and often refers to primitive landscapes and symbolic characters, her 
works have been the subject of these studies. In Willa Cather and Classical Myth: 
the Search for a New Parnassus (1990), Mary Ryder claims that Cather’s use of 
classical myth is an integral part or a structuring principle of her works, which 
spanned her entire career. The use of classical myth expresses “her understanding 
of the human experience”, and establishes “a stronghold for values”, and defines 
the “heroic dimensions of life” (1). In this study, Ryder first points out that the 
previous critics have offered scattered but useful insights on this issue. She begins 
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her argument by referring to Cather’s classical  background and education in her 
early years: “Cather’s background and education indicate that she was familiar 
with and sensitive to the works of Greek and Roman writers and to the myths they 
related” (2). In addition to tracing the allusion of classical Greek and Roman 
myths incorporated into Cather’s novels, Ryder also examines the Christian myth 
in her novels. She writes that the intention of her study is to “demonstrate that a 
growing dialectic developed between classical and Christian myth in Cather’s  
fiction” (2). Ryder divides Cather’s writing into four phases and makes a 
comprehensive study of Cather’s integration of classical myth into her novels in 
each phase.  
 
1.2.3 Cultural Studies 
In Willa Cather and the Myth of American Migration (1995), Joseph Urgo 
argues that Willa Cather is “a comprehensive resource for the demarcation of an 
empire of migration in U.S. culture” (5). He explains that migration is an 
important content of the culture of the United States, which begins “as a physical 
act and is transformed into a mode of consciousness” (3). Cather’s novels are the 
representation of the great fact that the American existence is based upon 
migratory consciousness. Urgo argues that migration is a keyword throughout 
Cather’s life: “To know Cather, to know the life she lived, one must migrate 
around the country. One must remain in transit” (6). Cather herself was born in 
Virginia and moved to Nebraska when she was nine years old, and then she keeps 
moving from one place to another. She accomplished her education in University 
of Lincoln, and worked in Pittsburgh and New York. Then as a professional writer, 
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she continuously visited places like Santa Fe, New Mexico, Quebec City, etc. 
Reading Cather’s novels is a direct way to experience these migrations. Then, 
focusing on Cather’s novels, Urgo shows how the migration consciousness is 
represented in the text. He asserts that in Cather’s novels, the best characters are 
always on the move, away from home and looking towards the future. For example, 
Jim Burden in O Pioneers! leaves his Virginia home and moves to Nebraska, then 
leaves Nebraska and studies and works in New York. In the final section of the 
study, Urgo writes that Cather shows how American migration has accomplished  
“an American mode of thought that has expanded in this century to the basis of a 
global empire, an empire of migration” (13).  
 
1.2.4 Postmodernism  
Employing Mikhail Bakhtin’s carnivalesque theory, one of the most important 
theories in the postmodernist context, Mary Chinery examines the images of 
laughter, feasting, and dancing in Cather’s fictions in Carnival in the Novels of 
Willa Cather: When the World Becomes Grotesque. This study demonstrates that 
festivals are transformative events for Cather, who possesses a keen awareness of 
the power of festive life, and that celebrations, dancing and parties are notably 
important occasions in her fiction (1).  
Furthermore, Cather’s works are compared with other writers as well. For 
example, In “Cather and Woolf in Dialogue: The Professor’s House and To the 
Lighthouse”, Louise A. Poresky focuses on the similarities and differences 
between their novels. in terms of female writing, setting and characters. Poresky 
firmly believes that Virginia Woolf ’s To the Lighthouse was influenced by the 
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structure and the form of The Professor’s House. She shows and proves the huge 
and global influence brought by Cather’s novels.  
 
2  Environmental Imagination 
The 2000 International Cather Seminar was entitled “Willa Cather’s 
Environmental Imagination” and held in June in Nebraska City. The panelists were 
Joseph Meeker, author of The Comedy of Survival, Glen A. Love, ex-president of 
the Western Literature Association, and Cheryll Glotfelty, professor of literature 
and the environment at the University of Nevada-Reno. The seminar focuses on 
the newly emerging field of environmental literature and provides an overview of 
ecocriticism. Cather Studies, Volume 5: Willa Cather’s Ecological Imagination 
edited by Susan J. Rosowski was published in 2003 from University of Nebraska 
Press. The sixteen essays derive from the papers of the 2000 International Cather 
Seminar. By applying ecocriticism, these essays have analysed Cather’s depiction 
of place with a number of approaches. Critics investigate Cather’s novels from 
interdisciplinary and diverse perspectives by means of ecocriticism. In order to 
explain how the development of ecocriticism contributes to Cather study, we have 
to recapitulate the definition of “nature” and the development of ecocriticism. 
  
2.1 “Nature” and Ecocriticism 
As Raymond Williams claimed in Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and 
Society, nature is “perhaps the most complex word in the language” (219). Firstly, 
he summarized three areas of meaning of the word ‘nature’ as follows: “(i) the 
essential quality and character of something; (ii) the inherent force which directs 
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either the world or human beings or both; (iii) the material world itself, taken as 
including or not including human beings” (219). Understanding the lexical 
meaning of the word is not nearly enough; the historical development of the word 
is more significant and, which can benefit the comprehension of the human-nature 
relationship. In addition, it gives us some inspiration and enlightenment regarding 
some of the roots and causes of modern environmental crises.  
“Nature” has a large number of interrelated meanings; in order to reach a 
comprehensive and historical understanding of it, it is necessary to trace its 
evolution and development. In Studies in Words, C.S. Lewis demonstrates in detail 
the etymology and development of the word (24-74). According to him, the word 
‘nature’ is derived from the Latin word natura, which means “birth, constitution, 
character, course of things”, or “essential qualities, innate disposition” in ancient 
times (24). Lewis begins his discussion with the admission that the most common 
meaning of natura is simply the inherent character and essence of something, or 
what a thing is really like, and in this sense, it has strong similarities with the term 
kind (24). However, natura was a Latin translation of the Greek word phusis, 
which itself has a complex etymology. He subsequently explains the original 
meaning of the Greek word phusis using Aristotle’s statement as follows: 
 
The pre-Socratic Greek philosophers had had the idea of taking all the 
things they knew or believed in—gods, men, animals, plants, minerals, 
what you will—and impounding them under a single name; in fact, of 
regarding Everything as a thing, turning this amorphous and 
heterogeneous collection into an object or pseudo-object. And for some 
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reason the name they chose for it was phusis. (35) 
 
As it is noted above, the word phusis originally referred to what a thing is 
like, but for some reason, it was gradually used to question what the universe was 
really like, and it finally came to mean everything or the universe itself in some 
contexts.  
From phusis to nature, as Lewis suggests, an interesting linguistical 
transformation takes place (35). Strictly speaking, the meaning of nature loses its 
purity and was used in a demoted sense. For instance, the Platonic tradition 
presumed that the whole universe in space and time is an imitation and product of 
the imperceptible, timeless, archetypal forms. So, the meaning of  phusis is 
narrowed to represent the imitation and figure of various archetypal forms. 
Aristotle criticised thinkers like Parmenides who regarded phusis or nature as the 
internal principle of change. However, two things are excluded from phusis: one is 
the subject matter of mathematics and the other is God. The Christian tradition 
essentially extended the Aristotelian concept so that God would be regarded as the 
Creator of nature or phusis (39). As is depicted in Genesis, God created the heaven 
and the earth. Thus nature in this demoted sense is distinct from God. Rather, God 
to nature is as a creator is to his creation, a master to a servant. In the Middle Ages 
a further demotion or restriction occurred; nature no longer covered the whole 
created universe and was limited to as far upwards as the orbit of the moon to be 
regarded as a divine artefact which was created by God from disorder and chaos 
(39-40). Along with this, nature was gradually feminized and made inferior to God, 
and began to be referred to as Great Mother Nature.  
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It is important to note here that in the earlier definition of nature as 
everything, nothing can be excluded from it. However, according to Lewis, when 
nature loses its purity, it no longer means everything and some things may exist 
that are either beyond or against nature (36). As nature was endowed with different 
meanings at different times, there emerged the objects and notions that cannot be 
included in it. From the late 18th century through the Romantic period, the 
meaning of nature underwent an enormous shrinkage and change in the poetry. For 
example, Lewis cites James Thomson’s The Seasons, and points out that when 
Thomson regarded green as the colour of nature, he was seeing in his mind the 
British landscapes rather than ones in the other parts of the world (72). Also it is 
important to note that the Romantic notion of nature produced many antitheses, 
such as art, man, town, the man-made etc., to eventually build the binary 
opposition of nature and art. He regards Wordsworth’s doctrine of nature as a 
representative example, and explains that nature actually means ‘country’ as 
opposed to ‘town’ in The Prelude, because the country is conceived as something 
natural (72). Thus, nature has gradually come to be synonymous with the British 
natural landscape or the country, and endowed with the colour of green. This usage 
of nature remains popular and common even up until this day.  
In fact, by tracing the evolvement of the word ‘nature’, it is clear that it 
reflects not only the linguistic deterioration of the meaning, but also demonstrates 
the complicated relationship between humans and nature. As Neil Evernden notes 
in The Social Creation of Nature, there is a metaphysical layer lying behind the 
simple existence of the word ‘nature’: “it is not simply a description of a found 
object; it is also an assertion of a relationship” (21). The evolvement and the 
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boundary of the definition of nature mirrors human’s changing relationship with 
nature. From the definition of nature as everything in ancient times, through the 
servant of God in Christianity, to feminized nature and the object of human’s 
conquest, nature is unconsciously constructed as either one that coexists with 
humanity or other that is opposed to it and finally to be conquered. In the original 
meaning of nature as everything, humans are also a portion of nature. Yet, as the 
definition of nature becomes demoted and changed, humans are eventually 
alienated and separated from nature. Humans become the opposite to nature and 
continually attempt to conquer it in order to satisfy their desires and self -worth. 
In this respect, nature in Cather’s novels is the description of not merely the 
natural landscape, but also the relationship between human and nature, human and 
landscape, and human attitudes to nature, which might possibly offer us some keys 
to come up with the solution of the contemporary environmental crisis. The word 
nature, from the perspective of ecocriticism, is considered to have two slightly 
different meanings. In The Etiquette of Freedom, Gary Snyder explains that nature 
gets two slightly different meaning. Snyder points out that nature—the 
outdoors—is “a norm of the world that is apart from the features or products of 
civilization and human will. The machine, the artifact, the devised, or the 
extraordinary (like a two-headed calf) is spoken of as ‘unnatural’. The other 
meaning, which is broader, is ‘the material world or its collective objects and 
phenomena,’ including the products of human action and intention” (13). It seems 
that along with the development of ecocriticism, the original meaning of nature, in 
a sense, has recovered. 
Ecocriticism is an interdisciplinary and controversial literary criticism 
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developed in the 1980s. A simple retrospect on the development of ecocriticism 
shows that it experienced several changes and transitions in the past few decades. 
Ecocriticism began in the late 1980s and takes the global environmental cris is as 
the starting point and the central issue. It has developed rapidly during the past 
three decades. Association for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE) 
was founded in 1992, and in 1993 ecological literary study emerged as a 
recognizable critical school in universities. According to The Ecocriticism Reader, 
ecocriticism argues that is necessary and urgent to conduct an ecological approach 
and methodology to literary studies. By connecting literary studies to 
contemporary environmental crisis, ecocriticism urges people to re-examine and 
re-evaluate the literary works and the states of existence, as well as to find the way 
to save our endangered earth. 
As Cheryll Glotfelty claims in the introduction of The Ecocriticism Reader, 
ecocriticism is simply defined as “the study of the relationship between literature 
and the physical environment” (xviii). She explains specifically the two aspects 
contained in ecocriticism, nature and culture: 
 
all ecological criticism shares the fundamental premise that human culture 
is connected to the physical world, affecting it and affected by it. 
Ecocriticism takes as its subject the interconnections between nature and 
culture, specifically the cultural artifacts of language and literature. As a 
critical stance, it has one foot in literature and the other on land; as a 





It is not difficult for us to perceive several characteristics of ecocriticism. 
First, along with the exacerbation of environmental crisis, ecocriticism began 
rethinking and reinvestigating the interrelation between human and nature in 
literary works. Unlike the issues like race, class and gender which have been 
incorporated into the literary studies, the relationship between literature and 
environmental crisis has been given little attention (xvi). The development of 
ecocriticism can fill the vacuum and provide us with a new horizon and 
perspective to literary criticism.  
Secondly, ecocriticism is a literary criticism and methodology which 
combines different disciplines and fields such as ecology, philosophy, 
environmental history, anthropology, and literature. Ecocriticism negotiates 
between the human and the nonhuman, which makes its scope and scale relevant 
not only to literary study, but also to other fields and disciplines as well. Finally, 
ecocriticism is a continuously developing and a controversial l iterary criticism. Its 
scope and objects are expanding to be more multicultural and interdisciplinary in 
the future. The content regarding to the recent development and dispute of 
ecocriticism will be discussed more in Chapter III. 
 
2.2 Ecocritical Studies of Cather 
Recently there is an increasing recognition of the significance of ecological 
issues in Cather’s novels. Several critics have pointed out that there is an 
insufficient number of studies from the ecological perspective, and have proposed 
diverse ways of ecocritical interpretation of Cather’s novels. 
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At the beginning of “Willa Cather as Nature Writer: A Cry in the Wilderness” , 
Mary R. Ryder draws attention to a problem and urgent task that has yet to be 
settled in the study of nature in Cather’s novels: “Her precise and sensitive 
descriptions of the natural world could alone qualify her as a leading woman 
nature writer, but her ecological concerns were more far-reaching than merely to 
record nature’s beauties and explore her mysteries” (75). According to her, critics 
have focused only on the description of nature or the aesthetics of the natural 
world in her novel, paying little attention to the influence and enlightenment that 
her novels bring about in terms of the ecological perspective. Ryder puts forward 
the importance of the ecological issues which have not yet  obtained sufficient 
attention. Drawing on Nicholas O’ Connell’s term “ecofiction”, Ryder regards 
much of Cather’s fiction as “ecofiction”. She thinks they embody the spirit of 
equality and reflect the mutual respect between human and nature: “even the 
earliest of Cather’s works illustrated her appreciation of and respect for the land, 
as well as her understanding of its spiritual dimensions…” (75).  
Throughout this paper, Ryder firmly argues that Cather is a nature writer who 
shares a strong concern for the preservation of wilderness, forests and wetland. 
She supposes that Cather’s writing contains the transition from the female 
protagonist’s narrative to the male protagonist’s one. This enormous 
transformation precisely exposes the pristine femininity of nature that has been 
replaced by a male-dominated society (84). With a careful reading of One of Ours 
(1922) and A Lost Lady (1923), Ryder fully affirms that the latter can be 
considered as the laments for the loss of wilderness and natural world, expressing 




Another important recent study of Cather from an ecological perspective is 
Glen A. Love’s Practical Ecocriticism: Literature, Biology, and the Environment , 
in which the author urges the expansion of ecocriticism as an interdisciplinary 
scope and its engagement with science, such as biology and geography. In Chapter 
4, “Place, Style, and Human Nature in Willa Cather’s The Professor’s House”, 
Love presents us an impressive reading of this novel from an interdisciplinary 
perspective correlated with biological and geographical viewpoints and knoledge. 
At the beginning of this chapter, Love suggests that the importance and 
significance of biology and geography have long been ignored in the development 
of ecocriticism. Combining with the pioneering literary criticism of Joseph Carroll, 
Love calls on us to employ biology in literary studies (89). Biology, as Carroll 
believes, provides us with a convincing explanation of the human’s place in nature. 
For even though cultures are diverse and different, our body and brain have an 
underlying universal set of features which have been formed over a long period of 
evolution. As one of the performances and expressions of art, literature is a 
product of the body and mind, or a record of humanity. As a writer who pays 
special attention to human’s emotional attachment, Cather has presumably taken 
an interest in the innate emotion of humans and represented it in her works. 
According to Love, one of the emotional attachments which Cather was most 
concerned with is the one between human and place (90).  
Discussing on the topic of place, Love asserts the necessity to include 
geography, which has long been ignored by literary critics, in the literary studies 
stressing the tremendous influence of it: “… it is the eclectic field of geography 
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that has done most to bring place and nature-centered insights of writers and 
thinkers into the purview of scholarly investigation. Geography has been called 
the Mother of the Sciences, since it distils and concentrates questions about the 
nature of our physical surroundings, questions that have been common to all 
people, everywhere” (91). 
With the development of ecocriticism, the importance and significance of the 
combination of geography and literary studies have been increasingly stressed, as 
geography provides “nature-centered insights” which connects the place and the 
writer. The literary critics who base their studies on geography attempt to 
comprehend the nature of humans and their surrounding environment in order to 
understand the commonly occurring questions (91). They concern themselves 
more with the relationship between human and nature or landscape from this 
perspective. 
Love also states that place as a human concept has been emphasized through 
the influence of ecocriticism: “With the growing emphasis upon ecological 
thinking, the rapid joining of interdisciplinary fields in the sciences and social 
sciences, and the rise of new approaches in the humanities such as ecocriticism, 
place would seem poised to resume its position as a vital human concept” (92). 
During the late twentieth century, the concepts of place and region were 
questioned with the increase of contemporary urbanization and the spread of 
globalization, because the repetitive urban settings and ubiquitous shopping mall 
had diminished human’s perceptions of place. However, Love mentions that in the 
works of contemporary humanistic geographers such as Yi-fu Tuan, the concept of 
place and human’s perception of place are still being investigated, which has 
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revivified this field of study (92). As Love claims, bringing biology and geography 
into literary studies enables us to re-examine the canons of literature, to undergird 
our reading and criticism of literature. And these combinations also indicate and 
illuminate one of the new tendencies of ecocriticism.   
Love’s study presents a good example of how to interpret Cather’s works 
from an interdisciplinary perspective. In his opinion, The Professor’s House is not 
merely a version of pastoral; Tom Outland’s story provides much more than a 
pastoral interlude in the lives of urban residents and readers (89). From stylistic 
perspective, it is also an experiment to deepen the relationship between human and 
place: “the novel’s fascinating stylistic experiment and the catalyst for an 
examination of the work’s deeply experienced human relationships with place and 
habitation” (89).  
The story of the Blue Mesa, in Love’s view, clearly serves as an archetypal 
image. Cather’s topographical fascination with the Blue Mesa leads her to 
consider the ultimate meaning of humanity, and the relationship between human 
and nature.  
 
“Tom Outland’s Story”, like the novel as a whole, is engrossed with the 
human need to find one’s place, literally and figuratively. The Blue Mesa 
not only draws Tom Outland into his research for the right place, but also 
offers in the Cliff City the opportunity to ponder the human significance 
represented by the stunning record of a civilization that has been built into 




Applying Darwinian ecocritical concepts, Love also claims that these 
archetypal imageries construct a remarkable feature, demonstrating the major 
similarities of humans as a species presented in Cather’s novels: “Cather’s best 
work demonstrates that it is not the minor differences that divide humans 
culturally but the major similarities that unite us as a species which provide the 
basis for memorable communication and human understanding” (115).  
In particular, drawing on environmental psychology and behavioural ecology, 
Love suggests that humans have an innate affinity with the physical environment, 
and have an innate predisposition to certain types of landscape. He further stresses 
that the novel’s focus on bodily senses and the perception of place are closely 
related to its style and form (92-93).  
For example, Love further points out that in The Professor’s House, the sense 
of place and sensations of the body in the place are presented evidently in Tom’s 
first encounter with the Blue Mesa: “The Blue Mesa, high and intriguing, has 
occupied Tom’s thoughts and hopes of exploration since he had first seen 
it—perhaps even before, as it had teased the imagination of prairie children” (110). 
According to Love, Book Three, which occupies only a few pages, is “a 
progression toward a prelinguistic and prehumen muteness” (113), which also 
symbolizes “a stylistic devaluation of language and dispensability of words” 
(113).  
Other studies on Cather’s ecological concerns also provide us with  suggestive 
and provocative perspectives and inspiration. When it comes to the ecological 
consciousness in Cather’s novels, many critics emphasize her childhood 
experiences in Nebraska. However, other stages of her life such as Cather’s days at 
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college, or her life in New York as an editor have received less attention. The 
following researches concentrate more on her college and editor life as the factors 
that may have formed Cather’s ecological consciousness.   
For example, in “Willa Cather’s Ecology of Place”, making reference to the 
situation of the University of Nebraska at that time, Susan Rosowski discloses an 
aspect of Cather we have scarcely seen. She notes that Cather went to the 
University of Nebraska intending to become an anatomist or naturalist, rather than 
an editor or writer: “Thus Cather entered the University of Nebraska in 1890 
intending to study science, and she arrived at precisely the time that the pioneering 
work being done there in botany and ecology placed the University at the forefront 
of those fields” (35).  
Cather was deeply interested in ecological science and environmental 
concerns, and became involved in mainstream politics during that time. The 
university was dominated by the presence of ecologist Charles Bessey, and Cather 
established a good relationship with classmates F.E. Clements and Edith Schwartz, 
who both became influential ecologists later on. According to Rosowski, Cather 
could not have avoided Charles Bessey’s influence in the university. She illustrates 
that some of the detailed descriptions on botany, weather and natural phenomenon 
in Cather’s novels demonstrate Bessey’s influence on her (38). Rosowski points 
out some of the characteristics which have been ignored by previous studies. For 
instance, Cather is a good observer of nature, an appreciator of botany, and 
ecology is well represented in her novels. To some extent, the principles of 
ecology shape Cather’s art: “it is not only that Cather observed nature closely, 
however, nor is it solely that she wrote of place by principles of ecology; botanical 
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and ecological principles helped shape Cather’s very idea of art” (42).  
In addition to this, Lloyd Willis focuses on Cather’s experiences during her 
days in New York in relation to her ecological consciousness. His “Environmental 
Evasion: The Literary, Critical, and Cultural Politics of ‘Nature’s Nation’” 
investigates the ecological consciousness of American writers. In Chapter 4 “Willa 
Cather and John Steinbeck, Environmental Schizophrenia, and Monstrous 
Ecology”, the environmental issues in Cather’s novels are explored. Based on the 
social context of environmental preservation disputes from 1890 to 1920, Willis 
attempts to discuss the influence of them in Cather’s writing. 
According to him, Cather’s ecological concern is not only due to her move to 
Nebraska with her family when she was nine years old, or her strong interest in 
natural science during her days at the university of Lincoln, but also her working 
experience in New York as a chief editor for McClure’s Magazine from 1906 to 
1912 (76). Numerous articles on the intense environmental debate and the 
controversy about natural resources have been published in magazines and 
newspapers. As an activist editor for a magazine, Cather would not have been able 
to avoid the issue: “by the time Cather began her writing career, however, 
environmental loss had accelerated and become a national issue that would have 
been difficult to ignore for anyone who held Cather’s ecological sensibilities” (80). 
Obviously, these debates made Cather consider environmental crises and policies. 
Her consideration during this time has been well represented in her novels, 
especially in O Pioneers! and My Ántonia, which are “crisscrossed with currents 
of environmental yearning and lamentation” (82).  
Although Cather does not approve of incorporating political or social issues 
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in her literary writing, her controlled and purposeful use of environmental 
nostalgia in her novels reveals her concern with the environmental problems at 
that time. In light of the philosophical discussion of capitalism, Willis further 
argues that the environmental nostalgia described in O Pioneers! and My Ántonia 
produces “a subtle environmental schizophrenia
4
 that operates on at least two 
distinct level” (81). As he observes in these two novels, both the stories and 
characters express “tremendous love for the land yet document and participate in 
the destruction of what they love about it” (82). For instance, he claims that 
although Jim in My Ántonia loves the natural prairie and wilderness, he is actually 
a legal destructor since he is a counsel for the railroads construction in the West 
(83).  
The previous studies on Cather’s novels from the perspective of ecology offer 
us insightful inspiration. At first, Ryder reminds us of the importance of ecological 
issue which still do not receive enough attention. It is important that we pay 
attention to the ecological issues in Cather’s novels, which will be the leading 
topic of this paper. Secondly, in the light of Love’s remark on the combination of 
geography and literary study as well as the necessity to enlarge the study scope of 
ecocriticism, this thesis will attempt to employ some principles of humanistic 
geography in the analysis of Cather’s novels, especially in Chapter III in terms of 
the city images. Love’s anticipation that ecocriticism can be expanded by 
intersecting with a variety of different subjects will hopefully be exemplified 
there. 
                                                   
4 Willis explains that “environmental schizophrenia” is “a way to describe the 
innocent and unreconciled double-mindedness of the novels and the characters that 
populate them” (81). 
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Then, although critics have been increasingly concerned on specific natural 
landscape such as unsoiled nature, wilderness or pastoral in Cather’s novels, the 
urban landscape or urban nature is still ignored and overlooked. In “A Guided Tour 
of Ecocriticism, with Excursions to Catherland”, reviewing and summarizing 
recent and emerging ecocriticism of Willa Cather, Glotfelty introduces some of the 
ecocritical research of Cather’s novels expects that more of them come out in the 
future, listing some ecocritical projects for Cather scholars to pursue. Since Cather 
spent most of her life in the urban area from her college days, one of the listed 
projects, the images of cities as the urban environment or urban nature , is expected 
to disclose the way her urban life contributed to her understanding of nature. 
Chapter III “The Image of Cities in Cather’s novels” of this thesis will examine 
the profound and symbolic meaning of the urban images from ecocritical approach. 
Also in Chapters IV and V, two other aspects, the feminized nature and the past 
nature will be discussed in order to demonstrate an interpretation of nature in 
Cather’s novels.  
Along with these, this thesis aims to look into the ecological issues in the text 
itself, rather than connecting Cather’s life to the ecological events during that time. 
Rosowski and Willis put more emphasis on Cather’s life and relation to the 
ecological events. Instead, another way to examine the ecological issues will be 
available: what is the relationship between humans and the natural environment? 
How does urbanization influence the ecological environment and how does the 
image of nature affect human’s recognition and behavior of nature? This thesis 
will attempt to dig up the way humans have dealt with nature to ignorantly cause 





According to the glossary of environmental literary criticism listed on the 
homepage of ASLE Japan, ecofeminism is one of the most important concepts in 
ecocriticism.
5
 Although ecofeminism is also an interdisciplinary criticism which 
shares the same characteristics with ecocriticism, it is concerned more with the 
interrelation between women and nature. In Ecofeminism and Globalization, 
Heather Eaton and Lois Ann Lorentzen make a brief introduction of ecofeminism: 
“Ecofeminism encompasses a variety of theoretical, practical, and critical efforts 
to understand and resist the interrelated dominations of women and nature” (1). 
According to them, the term was originated in 1974 by French feminist Françoise 
d’Eaubonne, emphasizing on the interconnections between women’s oppression 
and the ecological crisis. They summarize three central claims of ecofeminism: the 
empirical, the conceptual, and the epistemological. 
The empirical claim insists that the impact of the environmental deterioration 
is greater on female than that on men: “environmental problems disproportionately 
affect women in most parts of the world” (2). The second claim  is that the 
relationship between women and nature is conceptually and symbolically 
articulated in Euro-western worldviews: “According to ecofeminists, Euro-western 
cultures’ developed ideas about a world divided hierarchically and dualistically. 
                                                   
5  Founded in May 1994, the Association for the Study of Literature and 
Environment in Japan (ASLE-Japan) has been developing intellectual 
communities of scholars, teachers, students, journalists, writers, artists, and 
teachers, who share an interest in issues of literature and environment. The 
definition of “ecofeminism” is listed on the glossary of environmental literary 
criticism via this link: http://www.asle-japan.org/ 
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Dualistic conceptual structures identify women with femininity, the body, 
sexuality, earth or nature and materiality; and men with masculinity, the mind, 
heaven, the supernatural, and disembodied spirit” (2). The epistemological claim 
argues that since women suffer more than men on the environmental crisis, women 
are considered to possess more knowledge on finding solutions to environmental 
problems: “Some claim women possess more knowledge about Earth systems than 
men and thus should be ‘epistemologically privileged’ (3). 
Environmental historian Carolyn Merchant reveals the historic connection 
between the domination of nature and women from the environmental  and 
historical perspective in The Death of Nature published in 1980. As our mind 
determines our behavior, the way we regard nature determines the way we treat 
nature. Merchant’s remarks that the metaphor of feminized nature affects and 
regulates human’s attitude to the earth could be applied in literary interpretation. 
Although the metaphorically feminized nature is not uncommon or unusual in 
literature, more attention should be paid to how these images influence characters’ 
attitudes to nature in literary works. By analyzing the images of it represented in 
some of the classical literary works and in Cather’s O Pioneers!, we will see how 
they reflect the cultural connection between women and nature, and how these 
images in literature influence on human behavior toward nature. 
For example, in Walt Whitman’s poem “Pioneers! O Pioneers!”, nature is 
depicted with two metaphors—the virgin land and the Mother Nature. The West 
wilderness viewed as virgin reflects human’s desire to conquer and exploit the 
land. Nature as the benevolent fertile mother leads to human’s overexploitation 
and devastation of it. Both metaphors criticize the destructive consequence 
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brought by commercialism and industrialization. In this way, the image of 
feminized nature represents human’s attitude as well as determines their behavior 
against nature.  
As is discussed above, ecocriticism is a comprehensive interdisciplinary 
criticism involved with the contemporary environmental crisis. The way we 
describe the image of nature in novels or poems can also reflect human’s attitude 
to nature. Analyzing and comparing the image of feminized nature lead us to 






Chapter II  
Writing Principle and Life 
 
1  Writing Principle 
The purpose of Chapter II is to survey and review Cather’s writing principle 
and her life, especially her personal experience before she was forty years old. 
These two aspects determine the tone of her works and provide her with the 
material for writing. Most of Cather’s inspiration in the stories and the plots of a 
series of her Nebraska novels stemmed from her childhood experience in Nebraska 
prairie. Her university life in Lincoln shows that she was interested in natural 
science rather than literature. Cather’s editor life in Pittsburgh informs us of her 
involvement with music at that time. Her later American Southwest novels are 
considered closely related to her frequent visits to the Pueblo Indian dwellings 
located in the Southwest. Her essays written during her first trip to Europe tells 
about the impact of this trip on her future writing. The influence of Sarah Orne 
Jewett’s advice on Cather’s writing and the publication of her novel O Pioneers! is 
also significant to clarify the way she became a novelist.  
This chapter will focus on Cather’s youth life in Lincoln and Pittsburgh and 
her trip to European countries which seem to have gained relatively less attention, 
in order to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of not only her famous 
Nebraska or American Southwest novels, but also the short stories and other 
essays. 
In general, Willa Cather has her own simple and distinguishable writing style 
45 
 
compared to many of her contemporaries. She uses very short sentences in the 
novels without any complicated technique such as stream of consciousness. These 
short and simple sentences do not mean that her works lack artistry or depth. 
Rather, her descriptions are very vivid and dramatic with many symbolic and 
profound meanings.  
Cather’s writing style on her own principle, which shapes her own way of 
writing and makes her novels different from other writers’ and has a great 
influence on the writers after her, is precisely expressed in her essays “On the Art 
of Fiction” (1920) and “The Novel Démeublé” (1922) . Cather asserts in the 
former: “Art, it seems to me, should simplify” (939). She also makes it a rule to 
write “novels without furniture”, that is “the novel démeublé” (835). In this essay 
Cather compares her style to taking all the furniture out of a room, leaving it as 
bare as a Greek theatre. As many people would associate her to Hemingway in the 
simplicity of their sentences, some critics even believe it is Cather’s writing style 
that influences Hemingway’s writing principle. Glen Love remarks that 
Hemingway’s “style and manner had something to learn from Cather” and argues 
that her principle of “novels without furniture” affected his “iceberg principle”
6
: 
“Cather’s central theories of style anticipate and closely resemble Hemingway’s 
celebrated theory of omission, or ‘iceberg principle’” (115) .  
For her writing style, Cather lays emphasis on two significant points: the 
simplification and the passion. She conveys her discontent with the fallacy of 
                                                   
6 The iceberg principle is the writing style of Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961). He 
believed the true meaning of a literary work is not evident from the surface, but 




realism and criticizes Balzac’s
7
 writing in “The Novel Démeublé”: “There is a 
popular superstition that “realism”
8
 asserts itself in the cataloguing of a great 
number of material objects, in explaining mechanical processes, the methods of 
operating manufactories and trades, and in minutely and unsparingly describing 
physical sensations”(834). Then she argues that it is vital for novelists, “following 
the development of modern painting, to interpret imaginatively the material and 
social investiture of their characters; to present their scene by suggestion rather 
than by enumeration”(836). For her, “[t]he higher processes of art are all processes 
of simplification” (836).  
She also emphasizes the importance of the representation of emotion in 
writing, since she thinks that the purpose of the description of the setting is to 
present a character’s passion. A writer should select the description which 
embodies a character’s emotion best, rather than mechanical listing up of the 
surrounding objects in his novels. She approves Tolstoi’s
9
 remarkable 
performance on this aspect as follows: 
 
… the clothes, the dishes, the haunting interiors of those old Moscow 
                                                   
7
 Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850) was a French novelist and playwright. Due to his 
keen observation of detail and unfiltered representation of society, Balzac is 
regarded as one of the founders of realism in European literature.   
8
 The term realism, in reference to art, film and literature, is applied to the 
movement in the late 19th century. Literary realism is the trend beginning with the 
mid-19th century French literature and extending to the late-19th and the 
early-20th century authors. The realism authors opt for depictions of everyday and 
banal activities and experiences, instead of a romanticized or stylized presentation.   
(http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/158931?redirectedFrom=+realism&.) 
9
 Leo Tolstoi (1883-1945), a Russian writer, philosopher and political thinker, is a 




houses, are always so much a part of the emotions of the people that they 
are perfectly synthesized; they seem to exist, not so much in the author’s 
mind, as in the emotional penumbra of the characters themselves. When it 
is fused like this, literalness ceases to be literalness—it is merely part of 
the experience. (836) 
 
Cather obviously shares the same idea with Tolstoi, considering art or literary 
work as a tool to convey a man’s emotions or thoughts and fusing the objective 
existence into something like a part of his emotions. The process of simplification 
does not mean that the length of novels should be as short as possible, or the 
language they use should be simple. What Cather stresses most here is the 
selection of objects to describe. When depicting the scene, writers should choose 
the ones which represent characters’ passion or emotion best. Hence, at the end of 
“The Novel Démeublé”, she encourages the writers to “throw all the furniture out 
of the window” (837), and “leave the room as bare as the stage of a Greek theatre” 
(837), or “leave the scene bare for the play of emotions” (837) . She insists that the 
unnecessary descriptions in a novel are like the unnecessary furniture in a room, 
because the furniture takes up too much space, and there is less room for 
characters to perform there. In a word, Cather approves the idea that the writers 
should select the most representative and meaningful description of the setting that 
are expected to effectively suggest characters’ emotions and thoughts in the 
novels.  
To interpret Cather’s novels, it is accordingly necessary to understand how 
the principle of “novels without furniture” is applied in them. As is discussed 
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above, Cather disproves fiction which exhaustively describes physical and social 
realities or provides extensive details about the individual psychology of the 
characters. That can be one of the reasons to explain why the settings of her novels 
are always great plain or the Southwest desert, since these natural places are 
usually simple and austere. Even when the settings of novels are cities, Cather still 
restrains herself from the detailed and complicated descriptions, for she believes 
that applying the complicated language and literary techniques actually hinder the 
story, and may even mislead the reader. 
Cather’s writing principle can be exemplified in her description and narrative 
structure of her novels. For example, O Pioneers!, which is made up of carefully 
selected incidents and details, is written in a clear yet allusive style, and centers on 
archetypal characters and story lines. Another good example is The Professor’s 
House. Cather inserts the first-person narrative of Tom Outland’s story in order to 
take all the furniture out of a room so that the fresh air of Blue Mesa may blow in 
there. Her remarks on the writing of The Professor’s House, making the contrast of 
two writing styles, convincingly represents her admiration for the unfurnished 
novel. She asserts that the author should eliminate everything that is not strictly 
necessary and leave the narrative as bare as the stage of Greek theater:  
 
In my book, I tried to make Professor St. Peter’s house rather 
overcrowded and stuffy with new things; American proprieties, clothes, 
furs, petty ambitions, quivering jealousies—until one got rather stifled. 
Then I wanted to open the square window and let in the fresh air that blow 
off the Blue Mesa, and the fine disregard of trivialities which was in Tom 
49 
 
Outland’s face and in his behaviour. (“On The Professor’s House” 975)  
  
We may perceive that the prolix psychological description of characters such 
as the stream of consciousness accounts for a small proportion of her novels and 
the language used is not so sophisticated. However, it does not mean that the 
artistic value of her novels decreases or they are less meaningful. On the contrary, 
it is this style that adds a unique aesthetic charm to her novels. What Cather 
attempts to convey is much more complicated and symbolic than what the novel 
itself looks to do so on the surface. For a writer who promotes simplicity as her 
main style, the description of nature, the landscape and even the imagery or trivial 
words could be seen as metaphors, symbols, or suggestions which contain 
profound meaning and require the reader to make full use of his imagination. As it 
is necessary to figure out the implication or metaphoric meaning hidden within the 
text, making an analysis or interpretation on Cather’s novels is a challenge for the 
reader. The reader is forced to gain an understanding by interpreting the things  that 
are not said but may have more importance. The reader can fill in some of these 
holes, with historical information of the time, or similar experiences they may 
have had. In addition to focusing on the scenery or setting description, he also 
needs to pay attention to the tension between these descriptions and characters’ 
emotions. For instance, the reader may want to see how these descriptions 
interweave with characters’ emotions, and how they are expressed through the 
descriptions. The formation of this unique style of writing is also inseparable from 
Cather’s personal experience that helped her pursue her career and creative life. 
For example, Cather worked as an editor of McClure’s Magazine during her 
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middle life. Writing and editing a tremendously large number of articles and revies 
must have contributed so much to make her own creative writing solid and 
successful. 
 
2  Cather’s Life
10
 
Willa Cather was born in 1873 in Willow Shade, her maternal grandmother’s 
farm, located in the Black Creek Valley near Winchester, Virginia. When she was 
nine years old, the Cathers moved to Nebraska in 1883. After having farmed in the 
Nebraska prairie for eighteen months, the Cathers moved again into a town called 
Red Cloud. Although Cather did not stay in the Nebraska prairie for a long time, 
she was extremely attracted to its dramatic environment, beautiful landscape, 
dynamic weather and the various European immigrant cultures. 
For Cather, the transition from Willow Shade to the Nebraska prairie is a 
significant event in her life, which deeply influences her future writing. In Willa 
Cather: Her Life and Art, one of the most authoritative biographies of her, James 
Woodress discusses three profound aspects of the influence which Cather’s 
childhood experience in Nebraska had on her writing career.  
At first, he points out that their move to Nebraska was well-timed: “When the 
railroad came in 1869, a new era began” (31). During this “new era”, the first 
transcontinental railroad which connects the East to the West was built (31) , and 
accelerated remarkably the westward movement. Migrants and settlers began 
pouring into the Great Plains to reclaim the uncultivated wilderness or the 
                                                   




untamed virgin land. The land where the Cather family settled in was also untamed 
wilderness, not having been touched by humans: “By 1883, when the Cather 
family got off the Burlington at Red Cloud, only the eastern part of the state was 
well populated. The Virginia settlement in Webster County was set down on what 
was mainly still raw, untamed prairie” (31). There Cather obtained a direct 
impression of the Nebraska wilderness and the first-hand inspiration from the 
prairie landscape, which haunted her for her whole life. Forty years later, she 
touched upon the feeling and emotion of her first sight of the Nebraska plain so 
vividly in an interview in 1913.
11
  
According to Woodress, another important thing Cather gained in her 
childhood in Nebraska was the foreign culture: “Added to the shock of the new 
country was the shock of meeting people who did not speak English and who 
possessed an alien culture” (33). This explains well why there are so many stories 
about immigrant people in her novels, which can be interpreted, from the 
perspective of globalization and cultural study, as the example of “a melting pot” 
or “a salad bowl”, the stage of the integration of different cultures.  
Woodress stresses the influence of memory on her writing: “The images she 
was photographing on the brain during these eighteen months provided her first 
important literary material” (33) and: “It was the memory that was important, and 
that is what went with the vocation” (34). Cather’s childhood experience in 
Nebraska helped her store the main materials and resources for her writing. As a 
                                                   
11 “Special Correspondence” in the Philadelphia Record, an interview on 9 August 
1913 by an reporter signed only as “F.H.”, in which Cather talks publicly and 
honestly about her arrival in Nebraska, her debt to Sarah Orne Jewett and her 
writing of O Pioneers! See the whole interview “Willa Cather Talks of Work” 
reprinted in Bohlke (6-11).  
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nine year old child, it was impossible for her to create a novel the moment she saw 
the landscape of the Nebraska wilderness. However, all of these memories have 
been rooted in the bottom of her heart—the Nebraska landscape, the alien culture, 
the foreigners she met and the stories she heard from old migrants. When she 
composed the novels, the old day memories which had been implanted in her mind 
for decades were aroused. In “My First Novels (There Were Two)” (1913), she 
describes the relaxed and unrestrained feeling of the production process of O 
Pioneers!, a novel set in Nebraska and based on her childhood memories:  
 
Here there was no arranging or inventing; everything was spontaneous and 
took its own place, right or wrong. This was like taking a ride through a 
familiar country on a horse that knew the way, on a fine morning when 
you felt like riding. (963). 
 
The application of the earlier memories into her novels also forms the other 
characteristics of her style. In the first place, when bringing the images in her 
memory into novels, Cather relies more on pictures than words so that the depicted 
setting may seem as if it were a painting rather than a writing.  
 
Once the image was recorded on her brain, it never left her. But it was not 
available for immediate use. Her ability to remember mannerism, turns of 
phrase, idioms, and all sorts of verbal nuances was like her ability to 




Second, since many of her novels were written in the urban areas when she 
was in her middle age, the elapse of time and the transition of place, interweaving 
the past and the present and juxtaposing the untamed wilderness and the 
industrialized cities, condenses the vividness of these images in her stories. In 
addition, Cather’s childhood experience also promotes her broad understanding of 
American history, which leads her to contemplate the relationship between the 
American past and the present.  
One of the most important features of the American landscape is that the 
modernized East and the wild West existed for the same period. Unlike Europe, 
where most regions were civilized and developed along with others, the process of 
cultivation in American communities were not similar. There coexisted the 
advanced towns and the left-behind wilderness at the same time. In Virgin Land: 
The American West as Symbol and Myth, Henry Nash Smith remarks that “The 
comment was frequently made that in America one could examine side by side the 
social stages that were believed to have followed one another in time in the long 
history of the Old World” (225). As an example, Smith introduces an emigrant’s 
guide written by William Darby in 1818: “… a journey from New Orleans 
westward to the Sabine showed man in every stage of his progress, from the most 
civilized to the most savage” (225). 
Although America repeated the European history of cultivation in the 
Westward Movement, the primitive countryside coexisted with modernized cities, 
wilderness with civilization, and nature with culture. The situation in 1818 might 
be different from the one in 1883, when the Cathers met with the prairie and 
immigrants as the last “frontier farmers”. Still Cather was in time to witness this 
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coexistence. Woodress assumes: “Had the Cathers moved to Nebraska a decade 
later, Willa would have been too late for first-hand contact with the new 
Americans while their experience still was fresh” (Art 53). The landscape in 
Nebraska was still between wilderness and civilization, nature and culture.  
In September 1884, the Cathers moved to a town of 2,500 people called Red 
Cloud, a newly ploughed town. 14 years earlier, it was a place where the Native 
American hunters, plenty of buffalo, deer and elk lived. By 1884, Red Cloud was a 
busy town with the railroad, the main business street, the stores and offices and 
even the opera house. Coming from the primitive prairie, ten-year-old Cather 
touched the civilization for the first time and enjoyed the convenience brought by 
modernization. From then on, she was growing up, from a little girl to a mature 
woman and began her journey eastward from the primitive prairie to New York. In 
this journey, Cather experienced the progress of American history, from the 
primitive society to the modern one, and witnessed the different stages of 
American industrialization. 
After spending her teenager’s life in Red Cloud, Cather chose to enter the 
University of Nebraska at Lincoln to receive higher education in 1890. Lincoln, 
the capital of Nebraska, is twelve times larger than Red Cloud. Unlike the 
primitiveness and wilderness of the prairie and Red Cloud, it was a well-developed 
and civilized city at that time. There is no doubt that Cather was immediately 
attracted by the city, for there were major hotels, private schools, public libraries, 
thriving theaters and many saloons and churches. The increase of the urban 
infrastructure construction in Lincoln indicates the advancement of the Westward 
Movement. Lincoln was an instant city, for “it had been empty prairie in 1867 
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when Nebraska became a state, and it was thriving town twenty years later”  
(Woodress, Life 50). Another important factor which accelerated the development 
of Lincoln is the construction of the railroad, which not only made Lincoln a 
convenient stop and spurred its economic development, but also brought in the 
culture and art of the East. Lincoln quickly became a railroad center, “as it was on 
the direct route between Chicago and Denver, and by the end of the century 
nineteen different rail routes led into it” (Woodress , Life 51). Many first-rate 
traveling theatrical companies chose Lincoln as one of their stops. The 
convenience and merit of Lincoln cultivated and fostered Cather’s artistic 
aesthesis during that time. 
Cather was not intended to study literature initially when she entered the 
university. She once frankly expressed to her friends that she was more interested 
in astronomy, botany, and chemistry. It seems that Cather did not have any  
ambition of becoming a writer during her first year in Lincoln. Edith Lewis, one of 
Cather’s friends, also believed Cather was more interested in science at the 
beginning of her university life:  
 
I think Willa Cather had no dream or ambition at this time of becoming a 
writer. She wrote Mrs. Goudy, in the summer of 1890, that she was chiefly 
interested in astronomy, botany, and chemistry; and though she registered 
as a classical student, she asked to be allowed to take an examination in 
chemistry, and passed it so successfully that she was admitted to the 




Although Cather showed interest and enthusiasm in science, her bad 
performance in mathematics deflected her from a scientific career: “Willa Cather 
went to Lincoln planning to study science, but she soon switched to the humanities” 
(Woodress, Life 54). However, even Cather herself could not have imagined the 
transition would determine her lifelong vocation in literature. 
Along with her poor performance in mathematics, Woodress believes that the 
publication of a series of essays also made Cather change her course and career: 
“Perhaps the decisive event in changing her course occurred in March 1891, after 
her English teacher, Professor Ebenezer Hunt, assigned a theme on ‘The Personal 
Characteristics of Thomas Carlyle’” (Woodress, Life 55). Cather’s exceptional 
talent for literature and her incisive and insightful work astonished her English 
teacher. Professor Hunt quickly sent her theme to the Nebraska State Journal 
without her knowledge, while the Hesperian, the undergraduate literary magazine, 
somehow also got a copy. When she opened the Journal, she was surprised to find 
her essay in print. This event made a huge impact and affected Cather’s choice of 
writing life. However, Cather did not turn to a writing career until completing 
another essay. “Shakespeare and Hamlet” was printed in the Journal the following 
November. From then on, Cather was engaged in a series of busy literary activities. 
Moreover, she soon became a member of the associate editors in a new literary 
magazine:  
 
By the time the Shakespeare essay appeared in print, she had plunged into 
a busy life of campus literary extracurricular activities. In October and 
November the first issue appeared of a new literary magazine, the Lasso, 
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which carried on its masthead the names of Willa Cather and Louise 
Pound as associate editors. (Woodress, Life 57). 
 
Although Cather’s talent and enthusiasm for literary writing are remarkable, 
her original interest in science should not be ignored when we read her novels. In 
“Willa Cather and Modern Medicine”, Jo Ann Middleton remarks that Cather’s 
original intention to be a scientist requires us to consider the relationship between 
science and literature in her novels (91). She claims that although Cather chose to 
put her energy into literary work from the second year of university, she did not 
really lose her enthusiasm for natural science, especially for medicine (91). 
According to her, Cather’s enthusiasm for science influences her future life and 
the characters she created in her novels (91). Cather’s argument in her graduation 
speech that scientific investigation precedes the progress and the hope of our age 
suggests that she did not exclude her youthful ambitions after turning her creative 
energy to the art of fiction (92). Middleton points out that Cather has many friends 
working as doctors and her close relationship with her Grandmother Boak who is 
well known for her skill as a nurse also proves her interest in science (92). 
Elements of science and humanities are always combined in her novels, which 
evoke people’s reflection and consciousness of ethic and responsibility in our 
lives.  
Susan Rosowski also tells us of a Willa Cather we have scarcely met in the 
article entitled “Willa Cather’s Ecology of Place” , as is mentioned above in 
Chapter I. She relates Cather’s dream of becoming a great anatomist to the 
description of nature or the ecological consciousness in her novels. Rosowski 
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believes that the influence of the ecologist Charles Bessey at the University of 
Nebraska should not be ignored (38). Cather’s observation of nature and the 
appreciation of botany and ecology well represented in her novels are connected to 
Cather’s own interest in botany. 
As soon as Cather made up her mind to dedicate herself to literary writing, 
she began to attend the literature classes such as drama and poetry, and classical 
language ones such as Greek and Latin to gain the indispensable knowledge 
systematically for the first two years of the curriculum:  
 
During her years as an undergraduate Willa Cather followed the 
curriculum of the “philosophical” program. This plan called for Latin, 
modern languages, and science, though electives were possible. Since she 
also was interested in Greek, she took courses in Greek poetry and drama 
that normally were taken by students following the “classical” program. 
(Woodress, Life 61) 
 
Undoubtedly this systematic and professional curriculum encouraged her 
literary discipline, shaping her artistic aesthetics and laying a solid foundation for 
her future literary writing. Cather also formed her own opinions and ideas on 
literature at this time. She was more inclined to creative writing rather than the 
scientific analysis of literature. Although Cather enrolled in the courses of 
dramatics, debate and literary-society activities, she was highly selective in her 
friends and did not have many. She was thought of as very aloof and unsocial by 
some of her classmates, and often scared the boys away because of her mannish 
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attire and unfeminine manner (Woodress, Life 62). That is one of the reasons why 
many critics surmise that she is a lesbian writer, though they believe that she 
eventually got over trying to be a man during her days in Lincoln. 
In the fall of 1893, a succession of crop failures and a depression spread over 
Nebraska and Cather’s two younger brothers began teaching at school in order to 
support their family. The financial situation and obligation weighed heavily on her  
shoulder. She decided to divert her time and energy from college to journalism and 
to work at the Nebraska State Journal during the first semester of her junior year. 
She then began writing literary and dramatic reviews for the Journal to make a 
dollar a column. In the next two years she wrote an extraordinary large number of 
columns: “During the next two and one half years her output was 
prodigious—more than three hundred separate pieces (columns and reviews), 
many of them running to essay length. For all practical purposes she went 
professional during the first semester of her junior year” (Woodress , Life 65). 
Her reviews and columns soon began to be widely noticed and talked about 
among professionals throughout the West. Her knowledge of drama and literature, 
continental and classic, English, as well as French and Latin made her reviews 
maturer and sharper. Edith Lewis particularly highlights Cather’s enchantment 
with theatre and evaluates her dramatic column in the journal: “full of unexpected 
and strongly expressed ideas and sentiments, fiery, uncompromising, and above all, 
intensely personal” (37). She often spent the evening at the theatre after her day at 
university, and then went over to the journal office and wrote her review of the 
play.  
After she graduated from university, she once applied for a teaching job there, 
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but her application was turned down. However, in the following year, she got 
another chance to be an editor in Pittsburgh: “Willa Cather’s great break came 
sometime late in the spring, when she was offered a job on a magazine in 
Pittsburgh. Axtell, Orr, and Company, publishers of the Home Monthly, needed an 
editor, and Willa Cather jumped at the chance” (Woodress , Life 74). 
Twenty-two year old Willa Cather left Nebraska in June 1896 to seek her new 
life and fortune in the East. The city of Pittsburgh that Cather was to live in for the 
next ten years was now the metropolis of western Pennsylvania. She led a very 
economical life there, and sent as much money as she could to her family in Red 
Cloud. During her days in Pittsburgh, she first worked as an editor for a domestic 
family magazine, Home Monthly, and subsequently worked as an assistant 
telegraph editor for the Pittsburg Leader. Eventually she taught Latin and English 
at Central High School, then taught American literature at the Alleghany High 
School for several years. Compared to Lincoln, Pittsburgh offered her a foothold 
in the larger world and different artistic experience as well as provided her with an 
opportunity to open her eyes and meet more celebrities. Her social life in 
Pittsburgh underwent a great transformation, and she was more active and 
communicative than in Lincoln. Her life in Pittsburgh, where she wrote and 
published a number of short stories and her first verse collection April Twilight 
(1903), is considered to be the threshold of her writing. 
Pittsburgh also helped Cather deepen her interests in music, theater and 
painting. The Carnegie Library and Music Hall with its annexed art gallery opened 
just a year before Cather’s arrival. The Pittsburgh Symphony was established a 
few months prior to her coming. There were regular concerts of the symphony 
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orchestra at the Carnegie Hall. She began to meet a number of musical people, 
made friends with them, and often enjoyed the symphony orchestra and wrote 
some reviews about the concert. Edith Lewis, a close friend of hers, emphasizes 
the need to study the importance of music in order to appreciate Willa Cather’s 
artistry: 
 
Music, for Willa Cather, was hardly at all, I think, an intellectual interest. 
It was an emotional experience that had a potent influence on her own 
imaginative processes—quickening the flow of her ideas, suggesting new 
forms and associations, translating itself into parallel movements of 
thought and feeling. I think no critic has sufficiently emphasized, or 
possibly recognized, how much musical forms influenced her composition, 
and how her style, her beauty of cadence and rhythm, were the result of a 
sort of transposed musical feeling, and were arrived at almost 
unconsciously, instead of being a conscious effort to produce definite 
effects with words. All this quite apart from the fact that music and 
musicians were so often the chief subject of her books, as in The Song of 
the Lark, Lucy Gayheart, and Youth and the Bright Medusa, and as a 
minor theme in One of Ours and My Mortal Enemy. (48) 
 
One critic in particular has paid particular attention to Cather’s involvement 
in music. By focusing on Cather’s love and passion for music and application o f 
music in her novels, Richard Giannone makes a systematic and comprehensive 
analysis on the influence of music in Music in Willa Cather’s Fiction (1968). 
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Giannone concludes that music plays an important role in Cather’s fiction due to 
the fact that music starts to appear from her first story, “Peter” (1892), and it gave 
much inspiration in the creation of the characters and the form of her fiction (15). 
 However, both Lewis and Giannone point out that although Cather was 
enthusiastic about music, as a matter of fact, she did not acquire much knowledge 
about it, and that she was merely an amateur, exactly like Paul in “Paul’s Case”. 
Lewis suggests that Cather’s appreciation of music is based on her intuition and 
aesthesis rather than knowledge: 
 
She recognized fully her own limitations where music was 
concerned—her lack of technical knowledge, which so far as I know, she 
made no effort to extend. But she had a very sure intuition of the qualities 
of music—both its aesthetic and, so to speak, its moral qualities; its 
sincerity, or the lack of it, is elevation or vulgarity. (48) 
 
According to Giannone, music gave much inspiration and imagination to 
Cather’s writing. She listened to music not to enjoy the music itself but to obtain 
creative inspiration for her writing: “For Willa Cather’s fiction, music was a 
matter not of technical excellence, but of imaginative choice” (4). Elizabeth 
Shepley Sergeant’s Willa Cather: A Memoir also shows many connections between 
Cather’s musical interest and her fiction. According to Sergeant, Cather attended 
the Metropolitan Opera twice a week when she stayed in New York, and felt the 
music in her heart (48). She remarks that The Professor’s House is a good example 
of the application of music, since the form and style of this novel is believed to be 
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Her new book, she told me (I doubt if she gave its title then—The 
Professor’s House, it was), was based on a musical form. Indeed, she said 
her unfinished opus had a sonata form, starting from molto moderato. 
There were to be three parts, every one with Italian musical nomenclature. 
These did not appear in the book, and I cannot quote them accurately, but 
my impression is that the middle book, Tom Outland’s story, was to be 
molto appassionato, as indeed it proved to be in the reading. The 
cliff-dweller part was based, she said, on a true story that Willa had heard 
on the Navajo Reservation from a famous family of Indian traders, the 
Wetherills. (203-204) 
 
In 1897, after a few months working for the Leader, Cather became 
dissatisfied with her routine job and worried about her future. She was writing 
thousands of words of drama criticism and book reviews, but she was not getting 
on with her real hope and was not able to concentrate on literary writing. Edith 
Lewis worried that too much work on journalism may have hindered and distracted 
her from a literary career:  
 
                                                   
12
 In terms of the title and form of The Professor’s House, Cather also states that 
the arrangement of the novel followed the form of sonata in her essay “On The 
Professor’s House”(1940):“But the experiment which interested me was 
something a little more vague, and was very much akin to the arrangement 




They are an indication, I think, of how valueless this sort of writing can be 
for a truly original writer. They were, to be sure, a kind of practice—but 
practice in the wrong direction, in doing over and over the kind of thing 
most destructive to talent. (42)  
 
Even Cather herself realized that journalism was only to make a living, and if 
she wanted to become a real writer, she would have to find a certain amount of 
leisure time and solitude. In order to put more energy into creative writing, she 
chose to give up journalism for teaching. Although teaching did not seem to offer a 
high salary or a bright future, the three months’ vacation in high school gave her 
more freedom and spare time to concentrate on the literary writing she constantly 
dreamed of.  
Not long after Willa Cather began teaching in high school, she was 
introduced to a tall handsome girl, Isabelle McClung. Cather and McClung soon 
became very intimate friends for they had similar personalities and characteristics, 
sharing the same artistic interests and taste for music and theater. McClung is an 
important and close friend for Cather, and their friendship largely determines and 
influences Cather’s writing. In the early spring of 1902, Cather and McClung 
made their first trip to Europe together. They spent five weeks in London, and then 
crossed the Channel and stayed in Paris for five weeks, visiting a number of towns 
in Provence on the way such as Tarascon, Arles and Avignon. This European trip 
was an imaginative and fantastic experience for the twenty-eight year old Cather, 
as it was her first time to go to England and France. For an artist, it is a precious 
opportunity to encounter the historic European culture in person. During the trip, 
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Cather contributes articles and reviews for a newspaper in Lincoln on her 
experience in the cities of Europe to help herself pay the expenses. These fourteen 
travel articles were collected and published in book form in 1956 entitled Willa 
Cather in Europe: Her Own Story of the First Journey. Yet, these travel articles 
have not received adequate interest or attention and are often ignored, because 
they are not considered as Cather’s literary works representing her writing style or 
skill. However, Cather’s first trip and her impression of Europe indeed shaped the 
artistic form of her novels and exerted profound influences on her future writing.    
 In the introduction of Willa Cather in Europe: Her Own Story of the First 
Journey, George N. Kates values this trip and insists that it had a profound and 
tremendous impact on her literary writing, both in her earlier writing and her later 
novels (v-xii). For instance, Kates believes that Cather’s trip to Europe, to some 
extent, influences her choice of subject in April Twilights, her first collection of 
verse. Although many subjects described in this first little collection are original 
American subjects such as the prairie and the wilderness, the European themes are 
also included: “In April Twilights we shall find verses on ‘Paris,’ the ‘Mills of 
Montmartre,’ or ‘Poppies on Ludlow Castle,’ modeled upon familiar styles” (xi). 
As for the setting of some of her later novels, the juxtaposition of Europe and 
America is also a good example: “Thus, in Death Comes for the Archbishop, she 
sets Santa Fe, in its desert country, at her desired remove from Europe by 
beginning the action on a terrace in Rome, early in the last century” (xi). 
It is true that the present and the past, the New World (America) and the Old 
World (Europe) are frequently interwoven in Cather’s novels. The conjunction of 
the different places and cities in her writing is closely related to Cather’s 
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experience in Europe. Take “Neighbour Rosicky” for example. Cather’s travel 
essays on London foreshadows so much Rosicky’s narration on his awkward 
experience and poor life in London when he was young. It is not difficult to notice 
that the description of London in this short story refers to Cather’s own first 
impression and feeling on London’s poverty. In “London: The East End”, Cather 
records her visit to many poor areas and her observations of the impoverished life 
the immigrants led there. She observes the ordinary people in the street and 
describes the foul and sordid life she glanced in the East End—the drunken men 
and women walking and howling down the street at night, the poor Italians who 
tries to decorate their slums, the poor girl who sells the flowers.  
In addition, Cather’s experience in Europe evokes her contemplation of the 
inequality of the people’s life in the cities and foreshadows her conflicted attitude 
to cities and urbanism, which can be found through the image of cities in her 
novels. As is mentioned above, in “London: The East End”, Cather dwel ls on the 
sordid poverty in London. On the contrary, in the following essay “London: 
Burne-Jones’s Studio”, she guides us to the beautiful outside of the metropolis in 
the West End, and shows her hypersensitiveness to the light and the color of the 
city, as well as her enthusiasm for British artistic works:  
 
The beautiful surfaces and the beautiful life of London lie from Trafalgar 
Square westward through St. James’s Park and Hyde Park, along 
Piccadilly, through Kensington to Hammersmith. From Trafalgar 
westward the very color of the city changes; the grimy blackness of the 
smoke-laden town grows to a splendid grey about the National Gallery 
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and St. Martin-in-the-Fields, and from there the colour runs gradually into 
a higher and higher key, into the glorious green of the parks and the bold 
white of the club houses along Piccadilly, and finally into the broad 
asphalts of Kensington that are covered, or rather dusted, with a yellow 
sand that catches the sunlight like gold powder, lying bright between their 
lines of elm and plane trees. (70) 
 
The beauty of the wilderness depicted in Cather’s works has enchanted many 
readers, but we still marvel at her well-wrought description and insightful 
observation of cities in these essays. Born in a pastoral village, brought up in clean 
and wild Red Cloud, she must have been inspired by travelling around the 
European cities. She had encountered the dirty and filthy landscape of London, 
which she had never imagined before. It is this striking contrast that made Cather 
consider the inequality hidden under the metropolitan life, which had been brought 
about by modern industrialization. It is also worthwhile to note that her delicate 
and exquisite description of European cities prepared her for the urban 
descriptions in her future writing, while the conflicting attitude to cities was 
unconsciously implanted in her heart as well. 
In 1903, Cather’s first volume of verse April Twilights and “‘A Death in the 
Desert’” was published after her return to America. It was ten years since she 
began working in Pittsburgh, and she became acquainted with many people during 
this period. She grew mature in thought, feeling, and her knowledge of life. She 
soon left Pittsburgh and worked for the McClure’s Magazine in New York from 
1906 to 1912. Her life in New York was exciting and busy and these six years were 
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fruitful for her in many ways. She was involved in editing and administrating the 
magazine, while also publishing a number of poems and short stories , but could 
not concentrate on writing novels.  
During this time, her friend and mentor Sarah Orne Jewett felt that her job as 
managing editor took up most of her time and encouraged Cather to leave the 
hectic pace of the office to develop her craft. In 1911, Jewett wrote a long letter to 
Cather and pointed out frankly that it was impossible for her to be a magazine 
editor and at the same time have her writing talent mature properly:  
 
I cannot help saying what I think about your writing and its being 
hindered by such incessant, important, responsible work as you have in 
your hands now. I do think that it is impossible for you to work so hard 
and yet have your gifts mature as they should—when one’s first working 
power had spent itself, nothing ever brings it back just the same, and I do 
wish in my heart that the force of this very year could have gone into three 
or four stories.  (247)  
 
Jewett advised that she should find a quiet place to write, or else her writing 
would not improve: “If you don’t keep and guard and mature your force and, 
above all, have time and quiet to perfect your work, you will be writing things no 
much better than you did five years ago” (248). Jewett’s suggestion was a critical 
turning point that determines Cather’s future career development, and she would 
never forget this letter in all of her life. She gradually realized that she had 
expended enormous amounts of energy and time on the magazine, which mostly 
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prevented her from concentrating on her own writing.  
Jewett’s sincere and appropriate advice and encouragement made Cather 
concentrate on writing, furthermore, Jewett’s writing principle tremendously 
influences Cather’s writing as well. In Cather’s 1913 interview—“Willa Cather 
Talks of Work”
13
, Cather says that Sarah Orne Jewett is one of her favourite 
American writers and repeatedly mentions her gratitude to Jewett: “Then I had the 
good fortune to meet Sarah Orne Jewett, who had read all of my early stories and 
had very clear and definite opinions about them and like this or that” (Bohlke 11). 
Jewett encouraged Cather to employ her special experience advantageously and to 
write and create works that would reach deep inside the human heart: “you must 
find your own quiet center of life, and write from that to the world that holds 
offices, and all society, all Bohemia; the city, the country—in short, you must 
write to the human heart, the great consciousness that all humanity goes to make 
up” (249). It is Jewett’s letter and novels that made Cather realize that a writer 
should be sincere and honest, and should endeavour to tell truly the thing that 
haunts his mind. Only in this way it is possible to establish comradeship between 
the writer and the reader.   
Cather left New York, and made a long journey to the Southwest—a journey 
deep into the American past. She visited Nebraska and Arizona, and saw a part of 
the country that she had never visited before (Woodress, Life 149-150). Woodress 
repeatedly emphasizes that the Southwest journey inspires Cather remarkably in 
her future writing: “The Southwest acted powerfully on Willa Cather’s creative 
                                                   
13
 See the whole interview in Bohlke (7-11), as well as in The Kingdom of Art: 
Willa Cather’s First Principles and Critical Statements: 1893-1896 (446-449). 
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imagination, and she went back five times during the next fifteen years. She 
discovered there a part of America with a past” (150) . In 1913, at the age of forty, 
Cather decided to resign from McClure’s and devoted herself to writing. In the 
same year, her novel of the Nebraska prairie, O Pioneers! was published by 







The Image of Cities in Cather’s Novels 
 
1  Previous Reviews on Urban Images 
Willa Cather is famous for her series of Nebraska novels, which depict the 
prairie landscape and the pioneers’ lives in the American West. Much attention has 
been paid so far to her descriptions of nature, especially with regard to the 
landscape of the prairie of the American West in her novels. However, Cheryll 
Glotfelty points out that “although Cather’s most famous work takes place in 
thinly populated western landscape, she chose to live in New York City, and in fact, 
set several of her works in cities”(36). Martha Robertson once compared Cather to 
a famous American painter Georgia O’Keeffe in terms of the description of the 
American Southwest landscape in their works. She also mentions that “Death 
Comes for the Archbishop (1927) was Cather’s last novel set in the American 
Southwest, whereas O’Keeffe continued to live and work in New Mexico until her 
death in 1986” (81). Although Cather visited the Nebraska prairie and American 
Southwest many times, indulged in the primitive beauty of the wilderness and 
invested strong emotion in the landscape, she did not choose to spend the rest of 
her life in Nebraska nor in the Southwest and, unlike O’Keeffe, returned to New 
York City. On her experience and hesitation during 1927 to 1932, the latter part of 
her life, Woodress mentions in Willa Cather—Her Life and Art that “Willa Cather 
hated New York by this time, and her letters during the twenties complain bitterly 
about the increasingly ugly changes that were taking place in the city” (241). After 
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pointing out Cather’s dislike for the urban life, Woodress subsequently goes on to 
say: “she did not have the courage to leave and stayed on in New York hating it.” 
(242). Rather she chose a new apartment in 570 Park Avenue, some blocks away 
from the Central Park.  
Cather apparently has a mixed and complicated feeling toward the modern 
city and shows a contradictory attitude to urbanism. It is interesting that she wrote 
Nebraska and the American Southwest novels while she was living in cities. She 
tends to describe the environment or landscape based on memory when writing the 
novels. It is not surprising that the image of countries and the image of cities are 
often combined and interweaved in her novels.  
Yet, compared to her well-known country images of the American Southwest 
novels, the significance of the urban images in her novels are still paid relatively 
less attention by critics and readers. Many studies have focused on Cather’s most 
influential Nebraska prairie and American Southwest novels, little attention has 
been given to her short stories. However, Cather spent most of her young editor 
life in different cities while writing short stories, and the images of cities are 
frequently present in many of them. With regard to her short stories, we should 
pay attention to Marilyn Arnold’s Willa Cather’s Short Fiction, which includes the 
introduction and interpretation of all of Cather’s short stories. Arnold emphasizes 
that Cather’s writing of short stories has a huge influence on her late writing of 
Nebraska novels: “Willa Cather is known best as a novelist, but it should be 
remembered that her novels were preceded by many years of considerable skill” 
(xi). She notes that the period of Cather’s writing lasts for fifty years, and she had 
already been writing short stories for twenty years before writing her first novel. 
73 
 
There are, however, some negative comments on her short stories. Also Cather 
herself was not satisfied with her earlier writing. Edith Lewis, one of Cather’s 
companions for many years, believes that Cather’s profession in magazines and 
newspapers delayed her writing of short stories. Still, Arnold asserts that Cather’s 
short stories reflect “the city aspects of her life and character salient through the 
years when she was setting her novels mainly in the desert and prairie” (xiv), and 
acts as a good preparation for her late writing. Besides, Arnold also gives the title 
of “The City in Landscape” to one of the chapters in her and her evaluation on the 
influence of Cather’s short stories on her late novels is valid  enough to consider. 
The images of cities in Cather’s novels seem to be more symbolic and significant 
than they superficially look. 
The lack of attention to Cather’s short stories is one of the reasons why the 
images of cities are still ignored among some critics. Also, depictions of the city in 
Cather’s novels are usually so  scattered and fragmented that they are rather elusive. 
In this respect, the value and significance of her short stories  of city life have been 
less appreciated and evaluated than her Nebraska novels.   
Poor attention paid to Cather’s city description may also be caused by the 
traditional aesthetic value and the poetic meaning of the image of the city in 
literary works. With the rapid development of industry and urbanization, people 
get used to the hasty routine lives in cities. However, they do not reflect all of the 
urban lifestyle, surrounding environment and the urban landscape. Even if they 
make observations on the urban landscape, they may not believe that any aesthetic 
inspiration or poetic meaning can be provoked by the smoke of a steam engine or a 
noisy dirty street. Urbanism is becoming a symbol of noisy, dirty, consumption or 
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moral destruction. Examining urban image in literary works, we find that it usually 
contains some negative meaning as the poor urban street in Dickens’s works and 
the evil city images in Baudelaire’s poems. People prefer to escape far away from 
the metropolis in pursuit of pastoral life and rural landscape. By the same token, 
they may consider that no aesthetic value or poetic meaning can be discovered 
among the city life or in the urban landscape of Cather’s novels. Most readers who 
are accustomed to the unique charm and aesthetic enjoyment brought by her 
influential Nebraska prairie and the American Southwest novels. They may have a 
sense of discomfort to the modern urban landscape in her novels, and even forget 
or reject the fact that Cather has spent most of her life time in the city.  
But, to interpret the image of urbanism and to understand the symbolic 
meaning of the urban landscape in Cather’s novels is both significant and 
necessary. We know that cities are man-made places which have an extensive and 
inextricable relation to mankind. As for the literary image, people tend to believe 
that happier and comfortable emotion and experience can be brought forth by the 
idyllic scenery or the natural landscape than by the noisy cities. However, the city 
can also be considered as an important image, on the grounds that it not only 
contains geographic location, the buildings, the consumption and the class conflict, 
but also presents human’s real and meaningful experience and emotion: “The city 
is an aggregation or accumulation, not just in demographic, economic or planning 
terms, but also in terms of feeling and emotion. Cities thus become more than their 
built environment, more than a set of class or economic relationships; they are also 




The perspective of ecocriticism is also helpful to discuss this issue. Recently 
increasing number of studies are explicating Cather’s novels from the viewpoint of 
ecocriticism on the issues such as the interrelationship between human and nature, 
the metaphor of wilderness and the primitive prairie landscape. However, most of 
these studies are dealing mainly with her Nebraska and American West novels and 
many of them examine the metaphorical meaning of the wilderness and the 
Nebraska prairie as variations of the pastoral. The symbolical meaning and the 
significance of urban life have not been given enough attention as they should be. 
It is indispensable to interpret the urban images in her novels from ecocriticism, 
since it can arouse our in-depth understanding not only of Cather’s novels, but of 
ecocriticism itself. It also can enlarge the scale and scope of ecocriticism as an 
interdisciplinary literary criticism. 
In The Nature of Cities: Ecocriticism and Urban Environments , Michael 
Bennett and David W. Teague point out that the combination of the Ecocriticism 
and urban criticism aroused only a little attention, and in order to further develop 
the relationship between the literature and the environment, it is significant to 
consider the urban images in literary works: “Only in a very few works did literary 
studies of the city cross paths with the study of pastoralism and literary ecology to 
build the foundation for an urban ecological cultural criticism” (4). 
Previous ecocriticism focused more on the relationship between nature and 
human, the environmental preservation and the earthcare. Correspondingly, with 
the transition from the first-wave to the second-wave ecocriticism, it is important 
and necessary to broaden and deepen its viewpoint, focusing not only on the 
American Southwest prairie and the natural landscape but also the urban landscape 
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in all of Cather’s novels. In this way, the research scope and field would be 
enlarged and the interpretation of her novels would be more comprehensive, which 
is one of the purposes of this thesis. 
Over the past few years, ecocriticism has developed remarkably and 
combined more and more with other cultural criticism such as the feminist 
criticism, post-colonial criticism, queer theory etc. In The Future of Environmental 
Criticism, Lawrence Buell summarizes the first-wave and the second-wave 
ecocriticism, explaining the difference between the two: 
 
For the first-wave ecocriticism, “environment” effectively meant “natural 
environment.” In practice if not in principle, the realms of the “natural” 
and the “human” looked more disjunct than they have come to seem for 
more recent environmental critics—one of the reasons for preferring 
“environmental criticism” to “ecocriticism” as more indicative of present 
practice. Ecocriticism was initially understood to be synchronous with the 
aim of earthcare. (21) 
 
The first-wave ecocriticism believes that the natural scientific method is more 
practical and objective than cultural relativism. The first-wave ecocritics consider 
nature as the objective existence and tend to discuss and explain the natural laws 
behind the interrelation between human and nature from natural scientific 
viewpoint such as the genetics and molecular biotical approach (21). On the basis 
of this first-wave, the second-wave emerged altering their forerunner ’s view to and 




Second-wave ecocriticism has tended to question organicist models of 
conceiving both environment and environmentalism. Natural and built 
environments, revisionists point out, are long since all mixed up; the 
landscape of the American “West” is increasingly the landscape of 
metropolitan sprawl rather than the outback of Rocky Mountain 
“wilderness”; the two sphere are as interwined, now and historically, …  
(22) 
 
The second-wave ecocriticism emphasizes more on the cultural and social 
aspects of nature and landscape. The distinction and separation between human 
and nature is not entirely clear-cut, but the natural environment and artificial 
environment in most cases are interweaved (22). Then he puts forward his opinion 
that nature and human should be conceptualized as interpenetrated in ecocriticism. 
 
I found myself agreeing with those who thought the concentration on 
“environment” as “nature” and on nature writing as the most 
representative environmental genre were too restrictive, and that a mature 
environmental aesthetic—or ethics, or politics—must take into account 
the interpenetration of metropolis and outback, of anthropocentric as well 
as biocentric concerns. (22-23) 
 
Since ecocriticism is a controversial and complicated newly-developed 
criticism, it is necessary for us to enlarge and broaden its vision and scope. 
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Recently another controversy on the urban landscape has come into our vision. In 
“From Wide Open Spaces to Metropolitan Places: The Urban Challenge to 
Ecocriticism”, Michael Bennett criticizes that although the Association for the 
Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE) and its official journal ISLE: 
Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment  have rapidly expanded 
and developed recently, the urban environment still obtain less attention than the 
wild natural space. Many ecocritics have still focused their attention on America’s 
rural past and wild nature: “Ecocriticism has instead developed in tandem with 
growing academic interest in nature writing, American pastoralism, and literary 
ecology” (31). However, Bennett further points out when ecocriticism crosses the 
wilderness and the Mississippi turns to New York or the modern cities, a new 
challenge to ecocriticism emerges as well: 
 
There is a growing body of cultural criticism engaged with urban ecology 
that tends to reject mainstream ecocriticism’s focus on the genres of 
nature writing and pastoral, insisting on the incapacity of these genres to 
represent the complex interactions between political choices, 
socio-economic structures, and the densely-populated ecosystems that 
shape urban environments. (32) 
 
Bennett refers to this new insight and challenge to ecocriticism as social 
ecocriticism and anticipates that this branch can incorporate urban environments 
within the ecological criticism: “I wish to maintain that the insights generated by 
this distaff branch, which I will call social ecocriticism, are needed if we are to 
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successfully incorporate urban environments within the domain of ecological 
criticism” (33).  
He also remarks that the Deep Ecology,
14
 as one of the pivotal conceptions in 
ecocriticism, sees the world as a network or web of phenomena that are 
fundamentally interconnected and interdependent, rather than as a collection of 
isolated objects. According to Bennett, its primary gospel aims to “abandon 
androcentric planning and develop a biocentric understanding of the environment, 
an understanding which is to be gained by existing in harmony with unspoiled 
nature” (32). Nevertheless, he indicates that the Deep Ecology movement has paid 
more attention on the wild nature and wide open spaces and seems to be engaged 
in “a form of wilderness fetishism” (33), ignoring nature in city or urban nature: 
“the Deep Ecology movement has overlooked a variety of environmental concerns 
that are central to urban life” (32).  
Bennett convincingly compares and sums up the similarities and differences 
between the Deep Ecology and social ecocriticism. By investigating the grounds 
of ecocriticism, he argues that ecocriticism should not ignore the urban 
environments, because the environmental issues such as resource extract ion or 
employment policy exists in urban areas. In Deep Ecology: Living as if Nature 
                                                   
14
 In 1972, at the Third World Futures conference in Bucharest, Arne Naess, a 
Norwegian philosopher presented a paper which for the first time distinguished 
between shallow and deep ecology. He published next year “The Shallow and the 
Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement: A Summary”, which states that there are 
two ecology movements competing for our attention. The first is the Shallow 
Ecology movement concerning the health and affluence of people in the developed 
countries. The second is the Deep Ecology movement with an image of the 
rejection of the man-in-environment, which concerned more on the diversity, 
richness, and the intrinsic value of all the Earth (95-100).  
80 
 
Really Mattered, Devall and Sessions insist that the four principles
15
 and qualities 
of deep ecology developed through the interaction with wide open spaces, 
including people’s sense of place, people’s experience in the natural place and 
others. But Bennett here obviously does not agree with them since he believes that 
they can easily be found in urban environment as well (32). He concludes that the 
problem of Deep Ecology is that they reject human as a part of ecosystem: “in 
short, deep ecologists are troubled by humanism because they hope to replace 
androcentricism with a biocentric view that displaces the human…” (35 -36). As an 
alternative to the Deep Ecological principles, he introduces social ecology in order 
to integrate the human element into natural ecosystems through understanding the 
interrelationships of culture and nature (38). 
It is also meaningful to investigate Cather’s works under the critique of social 
ecology. It promotes our comprehensive understanding of ecocriticism and 
contributes to our understanding of the roots of the present deterioration of our 
environment as well. It could give us a new insight into not only the deterioration 
of the relation between man and nature, but also the cracked interpersonal relation 
derived from hierarchical modes of social organization. One of the most influential 
and representative social ecologists, Murray Bookchin (1921– 2006)
16
 claims in 
                                                   
15 They are: “1)developing a sense of place, 2)redefining the heroic person from 
conqueror of the land to the person fully experiencing the natural place, 
3)cultivating the virtues of modesty and humility and 4) realizing how the 
mountains and rivers, fish and bears are continuing their own actualizing 
processes”(110).  
16 Murray Bookchin has long been a major figure in anarchist and utopian political 
theory, and he is the cofounder and director emeritus of the Institute for Social 
Ecology. He has published many books on Social Ecology, such as Post-Scarcity 
Anarchism (1972), The Ecology of Freedom (1982), and The Philosophy of Social 
Ecology. His “What is Social Ecology?” defines social ecology as follows: “Social 
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The Ecology of Freedom that: “the very notion of the domination of nature by man 
stems from the very real domination of human by human” (65). The domination of 
nature is considered to be related to the domination in society such as hierarchy 
and patriarchy. The human relationship in society is also what Cather attempts to 
represent in her novels, especially in ones that deal with urban lives. However this 
is relatively still ignored by the previous ecocritical studies of Cather. To examine 
Cather’s novels from the perspective of social ecology will lead us to realize that 
ecocriticism is not only for the study of human-nature relation but also 
human-human and human-society ones. 
Only a few critics have concerned themselves with the urban images in 
Cather’s novels and her relation to New York. In addition to Marilyn Arnold’s 
Willa Cather’s Short Fiction mentioned above, there are several previous reviews 
on urban images. In “Willa Cather as a City Novelist”, Susan Rosowski considers 
Cather as a city novelist rather than a regionalism novelist of the American West, 
and investigates all the works including short stories containing the urban setting. 
She concludes the complexity of the urban images in Cather’s novels: “Cather’s 
idea of the city is larger, more experimental and more provocative than anything I 
anticipated” (168). As she remarks, the diversity and the complexity of the urban 
images vary from one work to another.  
Willa Cather’s New York: New Essays on Cather in the City, an informative 
                                                                                                                                                     
ecology is based on the conviction that nearly all of our present ecological 
problems originate in deep-stated social problems. It follows, from this view, that 
these ecological problems cannot be understood, let alone solved, without a 
careful understanding of our existing society and the irrationalities that dominate 
it.”(19). See more information on the homepage of “Anarchy Archives: An Online 




collection of essays on Cather’s engagement with New York City, edited by 
Merrill Maguire Skaggs, offers a wide-ranging spectrum of observations on how 
the pace and diversity of New York City life and its literary community affected, 
influenced, and was celebrated by Cather’s perceptions both in her writing and in 
her life. The diverse and exceptionally well written essays are arranged into four 
major sections: “Geographical City and Home Town”, “Art Capital of the World”, 
“City Contacts and Literary Connections” and “Urban Perspective”. For a long 
time, Cather is known in literary history as only a regionalist writer, however, 
these informative commentaries on the other hand reveals New York City’s 
influence on Cather’s writing and her life: “All of New York—its high arts and 
sidewalk low life, and all the sights a habitual walker in the city glimpsed in 
between—enriched her mind and imagination and fertilized her powerful, 
synthesizing creative vision” (Skaggs 14).  
In “Willa Cather’s Quarrel with Urbanism”, Matthias Schubnell points out 
that although Cather depicts constantly the Nebraska prairie landscape and the 
deserts and the canyons of the American Southwest in the fictions, “Cather’s work 
also contains numerous portraits of cities, among them Chicago, Washington, D.C., 
Pittsburgh, London and New York” (1). Schubnell makes a sensible analysis on the 
image of cities in Cather’s two short stories, “Neighbour Rosicky” and “Behind 
the Singer Tower”, and continues to claim that although Cather  chose to stay in the 
metropolitan city for seeking more chances and opportunities to advance her 
professional career, she represents a strong sense of disgust with urbanism in the 




While choosing a cosmopolitan life with all its culture amenities and 
professional opportunities, she expresses in many of her works her 
objections to the negative effects of urban living. (1)  
 
Schubnell argues that the negative urban images in these two short stories 
reflect Cather’s rejection of and discontent with modern urbanization. However, 
we cannot simply summarize Cather’s feeling toward cities as likes and dislikes. 
In fact, the urban images in her novels are diverse and complicated as well as they 
exist not only in these two short stories. In order to show an overall understanding 
of the theme, it is necessary to make a more comprehensive analysis on Cather’s 
novels. In fact, although Cather does not devote a large segment in  depicting the 
city images, she sheds light on virtually every aspect of urban life. Cather’s 
attitude to urbanism and cities is variable and even contradictory in her writings. 
Her image of urbanism is extremely complicated, yet is symbolic and significant.  
Based upon the previous reviews of the urban images in Cather’s novels, an 
intensive analysis on the description of the urban landscape and interpretation of 
its symbolic meaning will be possible. Ecocriticism or the geographic theory 
combined with other literary criticism may afford the way to interpret Cather’s 
novels from different perspectives, in order to clarify the diversity of the urban 
images in her novels. This chapter examines the diverse and complicated images 
of cities in Cather’s one novel and three short stories; Paul’s Case” (1905), 
“Behind the Singer Tower” (1912), The Professor’s House (1925) and “Neighbour 
Rosicky” (1932). Explications of each work and Cather’s view on the urbanism 
reflected in these works will be attempted in chronological order so that not only 
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the symbolic meaning of each work can be clearly understood, but also  Cather’s 
variable attitude to urbanism and her different ways of dealing with the images of 
cities can be observed. 
 
2  The Magnificent Paradise-like City 
“Paul’s Case” was first published in 1905 in Cather’s first collection “The 
Troll Garden”. Cather later reprinted a revised version in 1920 in another 
collection Youth and the Bright Medusa. The city image in “Paul’s Case” exposes 
Cather’s approval of its positive construction, especially in terms of the spirit and 
cultural construction as pointed out by Leo Marx:  
 
Cities, after all, are the places where scholars, artists, and writers naturally 
congregate. They do so because, for one thing, most of the vital 
institutions of mental production—universities, libraries, theatres, 
museums, galleries, publishers, printers—almost invariably have been 
located in cities. (“The Puzzle” 65) 
 
City images by Cather’s pen are magnificent and gorgeous rather than 
negative or cold. They are the symbol of advanced technology and high culture. 
“Paul’s Case” is one of the representative examples, which exposes Cather’s 
approval of city. The story is based on the actual suicide of a high-school student 
in Pittsburgh: “drawn from Cather’s experiences as a high school English teacher 
and lower-middle-class neighbourhood dweller in Pittsburgh” (Arnold 60).  
The plot is driven by the protagonist Paul’s emotion and experience. As the 
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story goes on, the scene and environment change from his living place Cordelia 
Street to the center of Pittsburg, and finally to New York City. The story begins 
with Paul’s bad performance in his high school in Pittsburgh. The teachers and 
principal are disgusted with him because of his insolent behaviour. Paul also does 
a part-time job as an usher in Carnegie Music Hall, which is located in the center 
of the city. Paul is excellent at this job, doing it with great enthusiasm and passion. 
He is a sensitive boy and is immediately attracted to the luxurious atmosphere of 
Carnegie Hall and the aesthetic enjoyment brought by music. He sits on the rear 
seat, and every time the symphony begins, he gets raptured and loses himself and 
indulges in the music. The addiction to the art world in Carnegie Music Hall leads  
him to resent the tedious Cordelia Street where he lives, located far away from the 
center of the city. As he come back to Cordelia Street, Paul is depressed and 
repulsed by the commonness and ordinariness of it. The experience brought by 
Cordelia Street is extremely contrary to his yearning for the art world in the  center 
of Pittsburgh city: “the moment he got out of Cordelia Street and boarded a 
downtown car, he shook off the lethargy of two deadening days, and began to live 
again” (477). In the latter part of this short story, because of his bad attitude and 
performance, Paul is dismissed from school and forbidden to do a part -time job in 
Carnegie Hall. He thinks that it is difficult for him remain in Pittsburgh, so he 
steals money from the office of the Hall and takes an overnight train to New York 
City. After he enjoyed his stay in New York for one week and has spent all the 
money he had, he finds that his theft has been discovered and reported by the 
Pittsburgh Newspaper. His father pays back the money which he had stolen and is 
headed to New York to take him back. At the end of the story, it is the fear of 
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Cordelia Street and his reluctance to come  back there that makes him choose to 
jump in front of a train to commit suicide. It is no doubt that the ending of the 
story is more or less beyond common sense of the  readers. The protagonist chooses 
to end his own life rather than return to his home on Cordelia Street.  
Many critics have focused on Paul’s pursuit and misunderstanding of the 
artistic world. For instance, in Arnold’s view, New York is Paul’s garden and ideal 
artistic world which he is longing for: “Paul is obviously the hungry forest child 
who is utterly helpless before the luscious appeal of the garden, represented for 
him in the trappings of wealth and in his adolescent perception of the artist’s world” 
(61). She further mentions that Paul’s tragic fate comes out of his misconception 
of art: “Paul misconceives the garden of art as a glittering world of wealth and 
ease, and he fails to perceive that the chief difference between Cordelia Street and 
the Waldorf is the difference between wanting and having—a difference not of 
kind but of degree” (64).  
Some critics even believe that Paul does not have any artistic temperament or 
perception. Instead, they argue that Paul presumably has a psychological disease, 
and the title means a psychiatric case study. For instance, in his article “Paul’s 
Case and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder”, James Obertino interprets the story 
from a pathologic perspective, arguing that “Paul’s case is virtually a text book 
instance of post-traumatic stress disorder” (49), and predicts that “Paul’s disgust 
with Cordelia Street thus may be due, in large part, to some unacknowledged 
trauma he has experienced, perhaps repeatedly—a trauma so shaming he must 
repress all memory of it” (51). 
Behind the conflict between the glamorous art world and the realistic 
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ordinary world, Paul’s yearning for Carnegie Music Hall and pursuit of New York 
City reflect his approval and appreciation of urban culture. By contrast, his disgust 
with Cordelia Street and his escape from there represent how he is eager to 
abandon his conventional and monotonous way of life. To the eyes of some, his 
behaviour is presumably considered as immature, odd and ridiculous. At the same 
time, however, he is also a tragic character with a rebellious spirit deserving of 
sympathy.  
In the text, Cordelia Street, Carnegie Music Hall and New York City are 
represented and described differently from Paul’s point of view.  Paul is the central 
character and his emotion for the surrounding environment is thoroughly 
expressed in the text. In the first half of the story, the contrast between Cordelia 
Street and the Carnegie Music Hall is represented strikingly. In the Hall, when the 
music swells, Paul indulges himself in the music: 
 
It was not that symphonies, as such, meant anything in particular to Paul, 
but the first sigh of the instruments seemed to free some hilarious spirit 
within him; something that struggled there like the Genie in the bottle 
found by the Arab fishermen. He felt a sudden zest of life; the lights 
danced before his eyes and the concert hall blazed into unimaginable 
splendor. (471-472) 
 
What Paul is interested in is presumably not the symphonies. He does not  
seem to be able to understand the profound artistic significance of the symphony 
of the orchestra. By contrast, what attracts him more is the passion and zest 
88 
 
brought by the music, the atmosphere, and the lightings in  the Hall. It is the 
advanced urban culture represented and symbolized here by the atmosphere of the 
symphony that keeps him rapture. Fascinated and dazzled by these, he tries to 
rebel against the bondage and sets himself free from constraint.  
Paul’s depression comes from his disgust with Cordelia Street. To interpret 
his disgust, we should focus on how Cordelia Street is characterized from his 
perspective: 
  
It was a highly respectable street, where all the houses were exactly alike, 
and where business men of moderate means begot and reared large 
families of children, all of whom went to Sabbath-school and learned the 
shorter catechism, and were interested in arithmetic; all of whom were as 
exactly alike as their homes, and of a piece with the monotony in which 
they lived. (473)  
 
Paul comes from a respectable lower-middle class family, like many of the 
residents of Cordelia Street who believe in values of hard work, family and church. 
Yet, he is represented in the story with the monotonous atmosphere and the tedious 
life there. The protagonist’s feelings about different places form a sharp contrast. 
Paul’s perception of his native community, Cordelia Street is as follows: 
 
Paul never went up Cordelia Street without a shudder of loathing. His 
home was next to the house of the Cumberland minister. He approached it 
to-night with the nerveless sense of defeat, the hopeless feeling of sinking 
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back forever into ugliness and commonness that he always had when he 
came home. The moment he turned into Cordelia Street he felt the waters 
close above his head. (473) 
 
Compared to Cather’s other works, the protagonist’s emotion and perceptions 
of different environments serve as the singular and exclusive impulse or impetus 
in “Paul’s Case”. The different emotions on these two places are represented 
obviously in the story.  
Consequently, Paul escapes from Pittsburgh and takes a train bound for New 
York City. The scene and the place transit from Pittsburgh to New York City and 
the latter part of the story narrates Paul’s experience in New York. So to speak, 
Paul’s arrival at New York is a most satisfactory embodiment of his approval and 
pursuit of the urban culture. To his eyes, New York appears to be a fantastic and  
magnificent world manipulated by money: 
 
…the avenue stages made fine spots of colour against the white street. 
Here and there on the corners whole flower gardens blooming behind 
glass windows, against which the snowflakes stuck and melted; violets, 
roses, carnations, lilies of the valley—somehow vastly more lovely and 
alluring that they blossomed thus unnaturally in the snow. The Park itself 
was a wonderful stage winter-piece. (482) 
 
Paul already realizes that the glamorous world of New York, and the urban 
culture he pursued is actually driven by money: “Above, about, within it all, was 
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the rumble and roar, the hurry and toss of thousands of human beings as hot for 
pleasure as himself, and on every side of him towered the glaring affirmation of 
the omnipotence of wealth” (483).  
Even if Paul recognizes that the magnificent world is constructed by the 
power of money, he still desires to stay in New York, and he is so afraid of going 
back to Cordelia Street: 
 
It was to be worse than jail, even; the tepid waters of Cordelia Street were 
to close over him finally and forever. The gray monotony stretched before 
him in hopeless, unrelieved years; Sabbath-school, Young People’s 
Meeting, the yellow-papered room, the damp dish-towels; it all rushed 
back upon him with a sickening vividness. He had the old feeling that the 
orchestra had suddenly stopped, the sinking sensation that the play was 
over. (485) 
 
The image of his familiar home and street does not give Paul any happy or 
warm feeling. Instead, depression and hopelessness arises spontaneously when he 
thinks about his living place. The atmosphere of Cordelia Street is stifling for 
young Paul. According to Yi-Fu Tuan, the reason why Paul hates his native place 
is that Cordelia Street lacks room in a sense:  
 
Why did country people, especially the young, leave their small 
hometowns for the metropolitan centers? One reason was that the 
hometown lacked room. The young considered it crowded in an economic 
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sense because it did not provide enough jobs, and in a psychological sense 
because it imposed too many social constraints on behavior. The lack of 
opportunity in the economic sphere and of freedom in the social sphere 
made the world of the isolated rural settlement seem narrow and limited. 
Young people abandoned it for the jobs, the freedom, and—figuratively 
speaking—the open spaces of the city. The city was the place where the 
young believed they could move ahead and better themselves. (Tuan, 
Space 60)  
 
Paul’s depression caused by the stifling air symbolizes the social constraints 
and invariable conservative life style on Cordelia Street.  
Furthermore, Cather’s own aspiration for and approval of city culture are 
ingeniously implied in the text. “Paul’s Case” was written in 1905, when she 
worked as an editor for the magazine Home Monthly and did a part-time job as a 
drama critic for the Pittsburgh journal Leader, while getting involved in the 
theatrical world of the city. Paul in the story reflects Cather ’s own emotion and 
passion for the bright city life provieded with many opportunities to appreciate 
literature, theater, music and fine arts. The theatre and the music hall are as much 
attractive for Paul as for Cather herself. The following quotation introduces us to 
the development of urban culture in Pittsburgh during the period from 1896 to 
1906. Woodress connects her experience to this story and believes that the emotion 
and feeling of Paul represent Cather’s own feelings toward the music to some 




The Carnegie Library and Music Hall, which also contained an art gallery, 
had opened just a year before Willa Cather arrived, and the Pittsburgh 
Symphony was established a few months previous to her coming. For 
Willa Cather these were cultural resources much vaster than she had 
known in Lincoln, and she took immediate advantage of them. Her feeling 
was certainly like that of the title character in “Paul’s Case”, whose spirits 
were released by the first strains of the symphony orchestra when he 
ushered at Carnegie Hall. (79)  
 
Before she worked in Pittsburgh, Cather had worked and lived in Lincoln, the 
capital city of Nebraska. Compared to the prairie area of Nebraska, Lincoln was 
considered a metropolis at that time. However, after Cather came to Pittsburgh, 
she had a totally different artistic experience because of the culture resources 
which she would not have had in Lincoln. The Carnegie library and Music Hall 
represent the development of culture in Pittsburgh. It must have been a good time 
for Cather to move to Pittsburgh. The famous Carnegie Music Hall had been newly 
built a year before she moved there. Undoubtedly, the Hall with an art gallery had  
a great impact on Cather’s writing. They are also the representative of modern 
urban culture manipulated by money.   
While Cather was working in Pittsburgh, she began to get in touch with the 
people in music and theatre. When she first visited New York in February 1891, 
Cather opened another window of her life. The romanticized image of New York 
as the paradise of art and the center of retail merchandise is what Cather had in her 
mind before she came there. Paul’s romantic experience in New York in a way also 
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reflects Cather’s own excited emotion and experience in New York: “As a college 
girl in Lincoln, she first had felt the pull of New York on her aspirations and 
desires, and as a newspaperwoman in Pittsburgh, she had been drawn into orbit by 
the gravitational force of the metropolis” (Woodress , Life 118). 
Woodress also comments that two elements are mingled to create the 
character of Paul: “the first was a boy she once had in her Latin class, a nervous 
youth who always was trying to make himself interesting and to prove that he 
knew members of the local stock company; the other was herself, particularly the 
feelings she had about New York and the old Waldorf-Astoria when she was 
teaching in Pittsburgh and occasionally visiting New York” (118). In a word, 
“Paul’s Case” symbolically expresses Cather’s aspiration for the metropolis in her 
earlier writing life. 
 
3  The Landscape of Fear in “Behind the Singer Tower”
17
 
In 1906, Cather moved to New York City upon receiving a job offer as the 
associate editor of McClure’s Magazine. As she led her metropolitan life, her view 
of city slightly changed, which can be observed in the description of New York 
City in “Behind the Singer Tower”. 
“Behind the Singer Tower” was first published in 1912 and is viewed as one 
of Cather’s most representative works which describe the city life. Robert K. 
Miller believes that this short fiction is “not only about class conflict”, but also 
                                                   
17 For the title of this section, I am indebted to Yi-fu Tuan’s book Landscapes of 
Fear (1979). Tuan emphasizes human’s fearful experiences and perceptions of the 
chaotic force of the environment and the landscape in the book. “The landscape of 
fear” here incorporates the nonchalant attitudes to the poor and the 
underprivileged with the dreadful description of the city and the urban landscape. 
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about the “cultural conflicts that follow when people of different nations cross 
territorial boundaries” (76). Referring to the immigration policy and the risk of 
losing nation’s identity in those days, Miller argues that the story is “written in the 
midst of a period of mass immigration to the United States that was promoting 
alarm—remarkably similar to some of the opinions being expressed in current 
debates over immigration policy and multicultural curriculums—that our country 
was at risk of losing its identity” (75).  
Rosowski claims that “[Cather] casts the city itself as her main character, 
which she develops by a psychology of place” (“City Novelist” 150). In Marilyn 
Arnold’s view, this story reflects man’s expanding ambitions and desires for 
wealth in the city: “what Cather is examining in this story is ‘New York idea’, the 
dream of a city of skyscrapers, and the necessity and cost of pursuing it” (92). She 
focuses on the “New York idea” and points out that the central image in this work  
is fire, which embodies man’s ambition and destruction: “representing variously 
the flame of desire, the almost gaudy accomplishment, and the consuming blaze of 
destruction” (95).  
Matthias Schubnell notes that this short story expresses “Cather’s concern for 
the human cost of constructing the megalopolis and the city’s threat to people’s 
physical safety” referring to the skyscraper as a symbol of man’s conquest. 
However, he further argues that although the skyscraper represents man’s power to 
conquer nature, it also can cause great destruction of man: “the New York skyline 
does not reflect a triumph of modern architecture, but rather the gloom of an 
experiment gone gravely wrong” ; “The shooting upward of these structures 
results from the application of a terrible force and creates an environment 
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unsettling and even hostile to human habitation” (3). Schubnell shows a 
thought-provoking insight that arouses human’s reflection on the rapid 
development of city skyscrapers and urban culture. In the process of 
modernization and urbanization, the skyscrapers are imperceptibly constructed to 
be consequently an indispensable element of the modern urban landscape. 
Nevertheless, in Cather’s story, they are “erected upon the dead bodies of 
construction workers” (2) and no longer give man the security they need. On the 
contrary, they have killed many people and are “associated with death” (2).  
What Schubnell sees here is the conflict between urbanization and human 
security, which is clearly articulated and demonstrated in the story. Another theme 
that Cather attempts to demonstrate is the landscape of fear in the city. The novel 
begins with a devastating fire disaster in the Mont Blanc Hotel. This hotel is 
depicted as one of the most symbolic skyscrapers in the center of New York, and 
when the fire broke out, many prestigious celebrities staying there lost their lives: 
“It was a hot, close night in May, the night after the burning of the Mont Blanc 
Hotel” (“Behind the Singer Tower” 43). Critics confirm that the destructive fire 
disaster depicted in the story is based on a factual fire.
18
 In the first half of the 
story, the narration and description are entirely related to the fire disaster. The 
narrator “I”, a newspaperman, witnesses the fire of the Mont Blanc Hotel and 
gives a detailed account of the big fire and the devastating damage it caused: 
 
About the fire itself nobody knew much. It had begun on the twelfth story, 
                                                   
18 Miller mentions, for instance, that Cather “based it on other real-life disasters 




broken out through the windows, shot up long streamers that had gone in 
at the windows above, and so on up to the top. A high wind and much 
upholstery and oiled wood had given it incredible speed…. On the night of 
the fire the hotel was full of people from everywhere, and by morning half 
a dozen trusts had lost their presidents, two States had lost their Governors, 
and one of the great European powers had lost its Ambassador. So many 
businesses had been disorganized that Wall Street had shut down for the 
day.…when I was going over the building with the firemen, I found on the 
ledge of a window on the fifteenth floor, a man’s hand snapped off at the 
wrist as cleanly as if it had been taken off by a cutlass—he had thrown out 
his arm in falling. (44-45)  
 
Reminding people in hell or purgatory, the fire gives readers a horrifying 
destructive image. Fires in the modern city can cause unimaginable damage. 
According to the above descriptions, the devastating fire in the hotel brings 
massive loss, has a huge influence on economic development, and even makes a 
huge impact on the politics and art world. Obviously, Cather tells much about the 
destruction and the influence of the fire disaster. The purpose of this detailed 
description is obviously to establish a comparison between the fire disaster and the 
construction accident in the latter part of the story as well as to render the 
landscape of fear to present a paradox of modern cities. 
Yi-fu Tuan defines the conception of “landscapes of fear” as “the almost 
infinite manifestations of the forces for chaos, natural and human” (Landscapes 6). 
According to him, the city manifests “humanity’s greatest aspiration toward 
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perfect order and harmony in both its architectural setting and its social ties” (143). 
Accordingly, the “New York idea” and the skyscrapers in the story represent 
human’s aspiration and desire for modern architectural buildings. Tuan further 
states that in order to “rectify the apparent confusion and chaos of nature” (146), 
large man-made cities or the world of modern times can be the “most visible 
symbol of human rationality and triumph over nature” (9). However, he also points 
out that “it is deeply ironic that the city can often seem a frightening place” (146). 
The creation of modern cities was originally intended to construct a reasonable 
and harmonious environment for humans to live in, and people have a belief that 
the cities built with steel and concrete can bring them the security and protection 
they are longing for. Nevertheless, cities also contain a fearful landscape and are 
considered to be frightening places. The paradox of the urban landscape that Tuan 
proposes here is also what Cather attempts to present in the story. Tuan highlights 
the fire disaster as one of the greatest fear in the cities:  
   
The aspect of the physical environment that aroused the greatest fear in 
the city was, however, not traffic but fire—raging, uncontrollable fire that 
gave the people of medieval times their vivid imagery of hell. (153)  
 
One of the reasons why there is so many fire descriptions in the story is that 
Cather intends to reinforce the frightening atmosphere and to present the 
landscape of fear and the paradox of modern cities. 
Another aspect that strengthens the image of the fearful city landscape is 
conveyed through the description of the city buildings and the contrast of city and 
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countryside in the story. At the beginning, the somber atmosphere of terror stalks 
the city during the night: 
 
There was a brooding mournfulness over the harbor, as if the ghost of 
helplessness and terror were abroad in the darkness. One felt a solemnity 
in the misty spring sky where only a few stars shone, pale and far apart, 
and in the sighs of the heavy black water that rolled up into the light. (43; 
emphases added) 
 
“Mournfulness”, “terror”, and “darkness” in above quotation are used to 
represent a horribly unpleasant feeling of the city. Its endless buildings look grey, 
and its sky and its streets assume a dismal hue. This description is also 
foreshadowing the guilty and heartless image of the city. The following quotation 
is focusing on the skyscrapers in the city, which are symbolic and metaphoric as 
well.  
 
The city itself, as we looked back at it, seemed enveloped in a tragic 
self-consciousness. Those incredible towers of stone and steel seemed, in 
the mist, to be grouped confusedly together, as if they were  confronting 
each other with a question. They looked positively lonely, like the great 
trees left after a forest is cut away. One might fancy that the city was 
protesting, was asserting its helplessness, its irresponsibility for its 
physical conformation, for the direction it had taken. It was an irregular 
parallelogram pressed between two hemispheres, and, like any other solid 
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squeezed in a vise, it shot upward. (44; emphases added) 
 
Just like “Neighbour Rosicky” and other stories, the city here is also 
described as cold and heartless. Cather combines the landscape of fear in the city 
with the heartless cruelty to the poor and the underprivileged, implying 
insightfully that there is a series of problems such as the squalor, the poverty, the 
worldly desires, and the lack of humanistic concern for others behind the city’s 
glittering façade. In relation to the landscape of fear in cities, Tuan also mentions 
that “the greatest single threat in the city is other people”, and “Malevolence, no 
longer ascribed to nature, remains an attribute of human nature” (Landscapes 9). 
Therefore, by contrast, the disregard of the lives of the poor and the 
underprivileged is even more frightening. The following citation reflects the 
contrast between two different attitudes towards disasters that occurred in cities: 
 
Heretofore fires in fireproof buildings of many stories had occurred only 
in factory lifts, and the people who perished in them, fur workers and 
garment workers, were obscure for more reasons than one; most of them 
bore names unpronounceable to the American tongue; many of them had 
no kinsmen, no history, no record anywhere…. But we realized that, after 
the burning of the Mont Blanc, the New York idea would be called to 
account by every state in the Union, by all the great capitals of the world. 
Never before, in a single day, had so many of names that feed and furnish 





When the fire occurred in the factory, no one in the city were concerned with 
how many people had lost their lives in the disaster. By contrast, great attention 
was paid to the Mont Blanc Hotel incident where many celebrities were staying.  
 
There’s a lot of waste about building a city. Usually the destruction all 
goes on in the cellar; it’s only when it hits high, as it did last night, that it 
sets us thinking. Wherever there is the greatest output of energy, wherever 
the blind human race is exerting itself most furiously, there’s bound to be 
tumult and disaster. (53) 
 
With a very harsh tone, Cather criticizes some of the  problems in the cities 
along with the development of urbanization. For example, the pursuit of the height 
of skyscrapers is metaphorically referred to as human’s continuously expanding 
desire in the cities. Growing deep within the root of skyscrapers and urbanism is a 
dismissive view of the life of the lower class and the disregarding of a vulnerable 
groups of people.  
Another example of the criticism of the merciless indifference toward the 
poor and the underprivileged is the story told by Fred Hallet, the engineer who 
witnesses the death of the construction workers when the Singer Tower was built. 
The tragic fate of Caesarino reinforces the landscape of fear in the city as well. 
Caesarino, who is from the island of Ischia in Italy, “that lazy volcanic island, so 
tiny, so forgotten, where life is simple and pellucid and tranquil, shaping itself to 
tradition and ancestral manners as water shapes itself to the jar” (53), chooses to 
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come to New York and becomes a construction worker of the Singer Tower 
because he “thought he could make more money in New York than he made diving 
for coral, and he was the mainstay of the family” (49).  
Caesarino can be interpreted as the symbol of the antithesis to urbanism. He 
is an innocent and energetic young man, who was born and spent his childhood on 
a traditional, simple and unsophisticated island far away from the city. Meanwhile, 
Stanley Merryweather, “the most successful manipulator of structural steel in New 
York” (47), is the boss of the construction of the Mont Blanc Hotel. Interested 
only in seeking profit and wealth, Merryweather symbolizes the urban culture. He 
is self-centerd, irresponsible and disregards his construction workers: “one of his 
maxims was that men are cheaper than machinery. He smashed up a lot of hands, 
but he always got out under the fellow-servant act” (51). 
Caesarino and five other builders lost their young lives in a construction in 
which human life is more vulnerable than machines. However, what is more 
frightening is that Merryweather shows no compassion and no sympathy to the 
workers who died in the accident. He only pays half a day’s money to them and 
refuses to meet their burial expenses. In this episode, Cather focuses more on the 
guilty and the moral destruction in the cities. It is the construction of the 
skyscraper that ended the young man’s life, and it is the mercilessness to the life of 
the poor and the selfish interest in machinery and money that caused a young man 
to lose his life.  
 Compared to “Paul’s Case”, the wicked and fearful city image presented in 
“Behind the Singer Tower” exemplifies more vividly and dramatically Cather’s 
concerns about the chaotic environment and the moral destruction in the city 
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which increases with the development of modern urbanization.  
 
4  The Discovery of Two Cities in The Professor’s House 
In 1913, accepting Sarah Orne Jewett’s sincere and significant advice, Cather 
decided to give up her work with McClure’s Magazine, and to devote herself to 
writing novels. She made plans for a long journey to Nebraska and the West, 
which were to be proved finally as a journey deep into the American past. During 
the period when she published O Pioneers! in 1913 and My Ántonia in 1918, 
Cather obtained a profound understanding of the American history in terms of  
the lost civilization and modern civilization, the present and the past. The 
discovery of two cities in The Professor’s House shows Cather’s deep knowledge 
and perception of the historical meaning of cities. 
As many critics have already asserted, Cather is regarded as a good traveller 
and a tourist who is eager to see unfamiliar and novel scenery. Her aspiration for 
landscape can be seen particularly in her American Southwest novels. In the 
process of reading a range of her Nebraska and American Southwest novels, the 
readers commence the adventures of discovery led by the characters. The 
Professor’s House, published in 1925, is one of the embodiments of her discovery 
adventure. This novel is divided into three sections: Book 1 “The Family”, Book 2 
“Tom Outland’s Story” and Book 3 “The Professor”. In Book 1 and Book 2, Cather 
uses the third-person narrator who tells about the lives of a university professor of 
history, Godfrey St. Peter and his family in the small town of Hamilton. In Book 3, 
The first-person narrator “I”, Tom Outland relates his discovery of Blue Mesa, 
which is considered as the novel’s central episode. Tom, a native orphan from New 
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Mexico, becomes the professor’s student. Portrayed as brilliant and honest, he 
serves as a vital connection of three sections in the novel. After inventing the 
Outland vacuum and leaving the patent to his fiancée, the professor’s elder 
daughter, he dies in World War I. The central piece of the novel, “Tom Outland’s 
Story”, is his own account of his adventures in the American Southwest , his 
discovery of the cliff city and his defeated and frustrated experience in 
Washington. He also emerges frequently in the professor’s recollection of the past 
in the rest of novel.  
Viewed as one of the representative novels of American Southwest landscape, 
this novel has been interpreted from many different perspectives—American 
history, nationalism, Native American culture, American Southwest landscape  and 
the preservation of historic heritage. This section attempts to discuss Tom 
Outland’s key role as a tourist and a visitor in Book 2. Besides the discoverer of 
the ancient cliff city in Blue Mesa, he also enacts the visitor and the discoverer of 
the modern city of Washington, D.C. The comparison of the description and 
landscape between these two places will help us interpret the symbolic meaning of 
the juxtaposition of the two cities, the ancient cliff city and the modern 
Washington.    
In Woidat’s view, “[Tom’s] encounter also represents the experience of many 
visitors to the ruins, including Cather herself…In other words, Outland’s story 
depicts the tourist’s sense of awe in confronting the Southwest’s ancient cliff 
dwellings; Outland enacts the role that Cather and other tourists assume upon 
gazing at the ruins—that of a discoverer” (23). As she remarks, Tom surely 
represents the awe of the people who visit the Blue Mesa. It is also signi ficant that 
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Tom enacts the role of a story-teller as well, telling his fantastic exploration story 
of discovering an extinct civilization. He is recounting his experience in the cliff 
city to the readers in the following quotations:  
  
I happened to glance up at the canyon wall. I wish I could tell you what I 
saw there, just as I saw it, on that first morning, through a veil of lightly 
falling snow. Far up above me, a thousand feet or so, set in a great cavern 
in the face of the cliff, I saw a little city of stone, asleep. (221; emphases 
added) 
 
On a snowy morning, Tom accidently encounters the cliff city in Blue Mesa. 
The employment of the first and the second person pronouns increases, on the one 
hand, the intimacy between the narrator and the reader, and on the other hand, 
enhances Tom’s role as a story-teller.  
 
I can’t describe it. It was more like sculpture than anything else. I knew at 
once that I had come upon the city of some extinct civilization, hidden 
away in this inaccessible mesa for centuries, preserved in the dry air and 
almost perpetual sunlight like a fly in amber, guarded by the cliffs and the 
river and the desert. (221; emphasis added ) 
 
Many of us are attracted by Tom’s fantastic experience in Blue Mesa or by the 
pastoral garden where the professor always lingers in. However, one of the 
significant plots and descriptions that have always been overlooked is Tom’s 
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Washington experience. Although the description of its city landscape occupies 
only a small portion of the novel, it does not mean the urban image in this work is 
insignificant, nor unworthy to dig out the symbolic or metaphoric implication 
within it. The description in reference to his Washington experience proves that 
Tom is the discoverer and observer not only of the ancient cliff city but also of the 
modern capital city. What he sees and feels in the ancient city and the modern 
urban city reveal a range of both similarities and differences between them. As the 
narrator “I” of Book 2, Tom Outland talks about his first sight and impression of 
Washington as follows: 
 
I got off the train, just behind the Capitol building, one cold bright 
January morning. I stood for a long while watching the white dome 
against a flashing blue sky, with a very religious feeling. After I had 
walked about a little and seen the parks, so green though it was winter, 
and the Treasury building, and the War and Navy, I decided to put off my 
business for a little and give myself a week to enjoy the city. That was the 
most sensible thing I did while I was there. For that week I was 
wonderfully happy. (237)  
 
One cold morning, after getting off the train, Tom begins his journey in the 
city of Washington. By using a series of verbs “got off”, “stood”, “watch”, 
“walked”, and “enjoy”, Cather emphasizes that the narrator, Tom Outland is a 
traveler and a visitor rather than a local citizen in the city. His narration as a 
visitor relies on the different ways and seeing the city which Washington residents 
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do not have. For citizens who live in the city, the parks, the high buildings, and the 
urban landscape are so familiar that they are all taken for granted. They are new 
and unknown, however, from the perspective of a visitor, or an outsider, such as 
Tom. Walking around the city and his heart being grasped instantly by the 
unfamiliar urban landscape, he is likely to have a totally distinctive impression of 
the city. His first impression of the urban landscape is formed with a “religious 
feeling”. He observes the green trees in the winter park and the modern buildings 
against the blue sky, getting excited with the aesthetic appreciation brought by the 
combination of metropolis culture and natural scenery. Then he spends one week 
enjoying the city.  
As a visitor, Tom is attracted to the city landscape. If Tom’s experience in 
Blue Mesa is the discovery of the lost civilization, the one in Washington is the 
rediscovery of the modern civilization. In the passage cityed above, several 
buildings are mentioned: “Capitol building”, “the Treasury building”, “the War 
and Navy”. The function of these buildings is, just like the cavern houses in the 
cliff city, to sustain the security and order of society. Both are products of the 
evolution of civilization and represent the developed society, whether ancient or 
modern. Through Tom’s discovery and encounter, the lost and the modern 
civilization are linked with each other. 
Over the next two months, Tom attempts to meet with the congressman, the 
commissioner of the Indian commission, and the director of the Smithsonian. To 
his disappointment, none of them are interested in the cliff city he has discovered 
or the artifacts he has taken from Blue Mesa. Nevertheless, his stay in Washington 
provides Tom with a good opportunity to obtain a profound knowledge of the 
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urban life. He rents a room from Mr. Bixby who has a position in the War 
Department. As he observes, Mr. and Mrs. Bixby’s life is taken up most of the time 
by their obsession of how they can get ahead at work and in society. The more he 
understands the true life of the city, the more depressed Tom feels, and the 
following quotations reflect the subtle changes in his psychology which comes 
along every time he walks around the center of the city: 
 
How it did use to depress me to see all the hundreds of clerks come 
pouring out of that big building at sunset! Their lives seemed to me so 
petty, so slavish. The couple I lived with gave me a prejudice against that 
kind of life. (241; emphasis added) 
 
During my days of waiting for appointments, I used to walk for hours 
around the fence that shuts in the White House grounds, and watch the 
Washington monument color with those beautiful sunsets, until the time 
when all the clerks streamed out of the Treasury building and the War and 
Navy. Thousands of them, all more or less like the couple I lived with. 
They seemed to me like people in slavery, who ought to be free. I 
remember the city chiefly by those beautiful, hazy, sad sunsets, white 
columns and green shrubbery, and the monument shaft still pink while the 
stars were coming out. (242; emphasis added) 
 
Tom’s stay in Washington can be viewed as the epitome of urban life, which 
satirically mirrors and critiques the empty and depressing life under the ostensibly 
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gorgeous and magnificent city. The narrator Tom, who relates his defeated 
experience in Washington, is in the meantime seen as a visitor, who observes and 
examines the urban life in the modern city from an outsider’s point of view. It is 
true, according to the quotations above, that Tom enjoys the beauty of the fence 
outside the White House, the colour of the Washington monument under the sunset. 
He feels disappointed, however, when he sees the stream of people walking out of 
the building. This is why he uses “sad” as well as “beautiful” and “hazy” to 
describe the sunset. In Tom’s words, they lead a slavish-like life of materialism, 
succumbing to the materialistic society. With a feeling of loss and sorrow, he 
leaves the metropolis at last. He feels happy that he will go back to Blue Mesa and 
will not have to see people streaming out of the building again: 
 
I left Washington at last, wiser than I came. I had no plans, I wanted nothing 
but to get back to the mesa and live a free life and breathe free air, and never, 
never again to see hundreds of little black-coated men pouring out of white 
buildings. Queer, how much more depressing they are than workmen 
coming out of a factory. (244; emphasis added) 
 
Several noteworthy features can be summarized by the descrip tion of Tom’s 
experience in the city. Above all, the image of the stream of people pouring out of 
the high buildings, which hangs over Tom’s head, appears three times during his 
stay in Washington. The first sight of the city is pleasant and enjoyable. He stays 
there for the first time, and has no idea of what kind of life urban citizen lives. For 
him, the place where he can see the sun is simply a beautiful place. He sees the tall 
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building with the sun behind it as an aesthetic enjoyment for him. Washington 
affords him only the aesthetic enjoyment in its urban landscape and the security 
and order of the modernized city. That is the reason why he says the first week is 
the happiest days during his stay, although he begins to feel pain as he discovers 
the underlying reality of the city life. 
Tom’s impressions of the city varies with what he finds there. The more he 
knows about city life and the more people he meets, the sense of repression and 
non-freedom in urban life becomes stronger in his mind. His recognition of the 
city becomes deeper and more profound as Tom narrates his experience in the city. 
He not only discovers the landscape of the city, but also experiences and observes 
the confined and repressive life there.  
Before we draw any conclusion, it is necessary to focus on the following 
description of the landscape of Blue Mesa. After Tom came back from Washington, 
he visits the cliff city in Blue Mesa again to gain a different experience and a new 
realization:   
 
Every morning, when the sun’s rays first hit the mesa top, while the rest of 
the world was in shadow, I wakened with the feeling that I had found 
everything, instead of having lost everything. Nothing tired me. Up there 
alone, a close neighbor to the sun, I seemed to get the solar energy in 
some direct way. And at night, when I watched it drop down behind the 
edge of the plain below me, I used to feel that I couldn’t have borne 
another hour of that consuming light, that I was full to the brim, and 




Compared to Washington, Tom’s days in Blue Mesa is freer and more 
primitive and integrated more with nature. On the contrast between Tom’s 
experience in Washington and Blue Mesa, Rosowski remarks that Tom’s new 
discovery of the ancient city is the presentation of “another model of cities”: 
“Cather offered another model of cities that are communities living by natural 
rather than industrial rhythms” (“Willa Cather as a City Novelist” 166). She 
further argues that compared to the Washington city, the cliff city which is 
“preserved from ancient time as mute testimony that alternatives exist to modern 
ideas in architecture” (“Willa Cather as a City Novelist” 168), is Cather’s ideal 
city. 
Besides the contrast of the two cities, the similarity of them is presented in 
the novel as well. What Cather emphasizes most in Tom’s Blue Mesa experience is 
the sun and his closeness to it. As the sun rises in the morning, he wakes up, 
feeling the sun on his skin directly, and then falls asleep as the sun goes down. 
Meanwhile, the description of the sun and sunset is also present in Tom’s stay in 
Washington. As is mentioned above, the narrator Tom  frequently describes high 
building against the sunset and the stream of people pouring out of the buildings 
who symbolize the enslaved city life. The question is why Cather chooses to  
repeatedly describe the scenery of high building against the sunset out of other 
urban landscapes. It is noteworthy that Cather shows an special interest in the 
sunrise and sunset in both cities. The sun, however, has not similar implications In 
in two places. Blue Mesa, Tom feels the sun directly, but in contrast, the high 
buildings between Tom and the sunset in Washington impede his direct acquisition 
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of the solar energy. Unlike in Blue Mesa, the symbol of modern civilization 
hinders the direct sympathy between the sun and man in Washington.  The link and 
contrast between the ancient lost civilization and modern urban one enhances the 
historical meaning of the both cities, which reflects Cather’s profound 
consideration of the American past and present. 
  
5  The Image of Alienated City 
“Neighbour Rosicky” depicts the life of a Bohemian old farmer of Czech 
family, Anton Rosicky who resides in Nebraska with his wife and five children. At 
the beginning of the story, in Doctor Burleigh’s office, Rosicky learns that he has a 
vulnerable heart. The Doctor informs him that he can no longer continue to do 
farm work, and should stick to less strenuous chores around home and barn. 
Different from Cather’s other Nebraska novels which depict how the immigrants 
conquer the wilderness prairie, this short story narrates how Rosicky, an 
immigrant struggles to survive in the cities. The main plot proceeds in a linear way 
but numerous unobtrusive flashbacks to tell the back-story of the characters are 
inserted. Doctor Burleigh forms a narrative frame of the story. Toward the end of 
the story, Rosicky’s life becomes clear. Rosicky had a harsh childhood, living 
without family in London and later in New York. Then one day he realizes that the 
alienated and unfree city life is not the way of life he wants to pursue, and finally 
he moves to the Midwest to start a country life of his own. 
The character of Anton Rosicky is generally thought to be based on Cather’s 
father, Charles Cather. Marilyn Arnold supposes that this story gives the reader a 
sense of “harmony, unity and completeness in both life and art” (135) and that the 
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country and the city, the death and the hope, are all brought together in this story  
(135). She also remarks that as the protagonist who has spent his life both in city 
and in country, Rosicky “brings together all of those aspects of  Cather’s 
experience” (135). Arnold especially points out that the present and the past are 
intertwined in this story: “The picture of Rosicky’s past gradually materializes as 
Cather weaves the various strands of his life and memory into a pattern, moving 
carefully and repeatedly from present to past and then back to present again, from 
earth to city and back to earth again” (136).  According to her, Cather seems to 
have attempted to reconcile the time, the places, the death and earth harmoniously 
in this story. Also Matthias Schubnell notes that “Neighbour Rosicky” shows 
Cather’s disapproval of modern urbanism: “Cather shares her view of urban life as 
divisive, competitive, individualistic and promoting selfishness and economic 
dependency with many early sociologist and psychologist” (4), referring to 
Cather’s “dismay with the decline of human values, dignity and solidarity in the 
age of urbanization” (3). Cather is concerned with the human feeling of loneliness 
in modern cities, and signifies that this alienated and isolated feeling stems from 
human’s separation from the land. In this story, the alienated and isolated city 
image is represented by means of “epiphany”, and the pastoral theme of returning 
to nature is embodied in Rosicky’s increasing intimacy to land. 
The country and the urban are juxtaposed at the beginning of “Neighbour 
Rosicky”. Cather makes a contrast between the country landscape and the urban 
one, by depicting the protagonist Rosicky’s sensitive mental world and emotional 
changes between his country life and city life. On his way home from the doctor’s  
office, it begins to snow and Rosicky stops in at the grocery store to buy fabric and 
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candy for his wife. Before returning home, he stops to admire the graveyard that 
borders his property. On the one hand, the snow reminds him that winter brings 
rest for nature and man. On the other hand, it foreshadows Rosicky’s death at the 
end of the story.  
 
Well, it was a nice snowstorm; a fine sight to see the snow falling so 
quietly and graciously over so much open country. On his cap and 
shoulders, on the horses’ backs and manes, light, delicate, mysterious it 
fell; and with it a dry cool fragrance was released into the air. It meant 
rest for vegetation and men and beasts, for the ground itself; a season of 
long nights for sleep, leisurely breakfasts, peace by the fire . (594; 
emphases added)  
 
The grave and the snow are the symbols of death; however, Rosicky does not 
seem to be afraid of coming death of his own. On the contrary, he considers death 
as a part of life’s natural course, and he respects its natural cycle. The death in a 
sense represents a human who comes from the earth and returns to it again.  
Rosicky recollects his past job as a tailor in New York City when he first 
came to America. He landed at Castle Garden in New York when he was twenty. 
He was industrious enough to earn much and to make a good workman. He loved 
the life in New York City, and often went to see the opera and enjoyed  drinking 
with friends. He once thought that New York was “the finest, richest, friendliest 
city in the world” (598). However, as the years pass, Rosicky is getting tired of his 
routine city life, he feels restless and fretted and begins to drink more and more. 
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Then one day, Rosicky has an epiphany in his mind, and he suddenly realizes the 
reason why he is not happy:  
 
It was on a fourth of July afternoon, and he was sitting in Park Place in the 
sun. The lower part of New York was empty. Wall Street, Liberty Street, 
Broadway, all empty. So much stone and asphalt with nothing going on, so 
many empty windows. The emptiness was intense, like the stillness in a 
great factory when the machinery stops and the belts and bands cease 
running. It was too great a change, it took all the strength out of one. 
Those blank buildings, without the stream of life pouring through them, 
were like empty jails. It struck young Rosicky that this was the trouble 
with big cities; they built you in from the earth itself, cemented you away 
from any contact with the ground. You lived in a unnatural world, like the 
fish in an aquarium, who were probably much more comfortable than they 
ever were in the sea. (599; emphases added)  
 
Both passages cited above indicate that the contrast of the country and the 
city reflects human’s intimacy to nature as well as human’s sense of alienation in 
the city. While the first citation reflects Rosicky’s old country life, the second one 
comes from Rosicky’s memory of his young urban life. As many other young men 
at that time, Rosicky once pursued his dream in New York. Getting old, however, 
he decided to come back to his hometown, which he eventually realizes is a place 
he loves very much. The peaceful happy life there is what he has been pursuing for 
his whole life. Superficially, the expressions Cather employs in these two scenes 
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are very different. Cather uses words like “graciously”, “fragrance”, and “delicate” 
to depict the pleasure brought by nature. Rosicky enjoys to see the snowfall and 
feels so much ecstasy that he meditate on the meaning of life and death . On the 
other hand, by using words such as “empty”, “stillness”, and “blank” Cather 
depicts an implacably alienated New York City life. Rosicky cannot find any 
consolation in the city, because of the high buildings in the cities that isolate 
humans from the earth. The process of urbanization and industrialization is also 
the process of human’s separation from nature. Through this process, the 
relationship between man and nature has deteriorated. For exploring and pursuing 
the essence of life, people like Rosicky have to go back to the country, or nature to 
achieve their self-realization and to confirm their true life values. Human’s 
yearning to return to nature is forcibly represented by the sense of alienation in the 
city. 
The scene in the second quotation is significant not only for the development 
of the plot, but also for the transition in the protagonist’s life, serving as the 
turning point of Rosicky’s whole life. It is this moment on this day that overturned 
Rosicky’s previous values. At first, we are not sure whether this scene is  a realistic 
depiction or merely Rosicky’s illusion derived from his drinking habit. Cather uses 
the words “empty”, “emptiness”, and “stillness” repeatedly to form the image of 
the city. The Wall Street, Liberty Street, and Broadway are the most prosperous 
and busiest regions in New York. It is very unlikely for one of the busiest streets in 
the world to suddenly become empty or quiet. Whereas it makes sense to suppose 
that this is all Rosicky’s illusion when he is sitting in the Park Place in the sun and 
that the empty city and world is no more than a reflection in his mind. In other 
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words, he is seeing the world in a somewhat sudden supernatural moment. 
This is the moment of “epiphany” for Rosicky. “Epiphany” means “a 
manifestation,” or “showing forth,” and signifies “a sudden sense of radiance and 
revelation that one may feel while perceiving a commonplace object” (Abrams 80). 
The word “struck” enhances the sudden and abrupt change of this moment.  
This chapter examined how urban images are represented in Cather’s four 
works to exemplify that the urban images in Cather’s novels are more complicated 
and symbolic than we suppose. The way of presenting these images also varies 
from one work to another. Also, from “Paul’s Case” to “Neighbour Rosicky”, we 
can trace the trajectory of Cather’s writing life and observe several features of her 
writing. 
 
6  Social Ecology and City 
The perspective of social ecology finds that in addition to the landscape of 
fear or the alienated city, the hierarchical domination of human by human is also 
what Cather attempts to represent and criticize in the story. The images of cities in 
Cather’s novels seem to reflect the social problems in the cities without any 
reference to the ecological problem on the surface. However, the social problems 
are closely associated with the contemporary ecological crisis. In Cather’s novels, 
the ecological problem underlies the social problems which seem superficially to 
have nothing to do with it. 
The way how human beings regard and treat nature corresponds inherently 
with how they regard and treat themselves and others. The ecological crisis not 
only causes the problem of technology, population and consumption, but also 
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deteriorates the overall economic social mechanism and our cultural psychology. 
Murray Bookchin, the founder of the social ecology theory, has a significant 
influence on the ecological movement. In The Ecology of Freedom, he suggests 
that nearly all of current ecological problems originate in deep-seated social 
problems: “my views could be summarized in a fairly crisp formation: ‘the very 
notion of the domination of nature by man stems from the very real domination of 
human by human’” (65). Also he locates the roots of the ecological crisis firmly in 
people’s hierarchical relations to each other and their domina tion of others:  
 
I cannot emphasize too strongly that the concept emerged very gradually 
from a broader social development: the increasing domination of human 
by human. The breakdown of primordial equality into hierarchical systems 
of inequality, the disintegration of early kinship groups into social classes, 
the dissolution of tribal communities into the city, and finally the 
usurpation of social administration by the State—all profoundly altered 
not only social life but also the attitude of people toward each other, 
humanity’s vision of itself, and ultimately its attitude to the natural world. 
(Freedom 109) 
 
Bookchin believes that it is the hierarchical mentality and class consciousness 
that give rise to the idea of dominating the natural world. In the board sense, we 
cannot ascribe the ecological problem entirely to the development of technology 
or population growth. According to Bookchin, we tend to miss the fact that the 
root cause of the ecological crisis is the hierarchical class society. Especially by 
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the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, along with the emergence of the 
new industrial capitalism, the world order and social mechanism has dramaticall y 
changed. The new industrial capitalist class began to accumulate the private  
wealth to colonize the entire world and the competitive free market was 
established, when the relationship between human beings tended to be 
commercialized and materialized gradually. With the development of 
industrialization and capitalization, people are separated and classified into the 
different classes on the basis of money and property. The rich exploit the poor, and 
so do capital labor, while the value of human and human relationship was 
measured by money: 
 
The problem runs even deeper. The notion that man must dominate nature 
emerges directly from the domination of man by man.… This 
centuries-long tendency finds its most exacerbating development in 
modern capitalism. Owing to its inherently competitive nature, bourgeois 
society not only pits humans against each other, it also pits the mass of 
humanity against the natural world. Just as men are converted into 
commodities, so every aspect of nature is converted into a commodity, a 
resource to be manufactured and merchandised wantonly. The liberal 
euphemisms for the processes involved are “growth,” “industrial society” 
and “urban blight”. By whatever language they are described, the 





Cities depicted in Cather’s novels suggest that she recognizes and criticizes 
these social phenomena—the domination of human by human along with the 
capitalization and urbanization at that time. In “Behind the Singer Tower”, with 
the expansion of capitalism, humans are classified into the wealthy and the 
under-privileged, just like Stanley Merryweather and Caesarino. Merryweather’s 
irresponsible disregard of the construction workers and his misconception that 
men are cheaper than machinery prove that human’s value and the relationship 
among them are totally materialized and that human’s life, especially the one of 
the under-privileged, is inferior or have to give way to the machine.  
The way human dominates human gives rise to the very idea of dominating 
the natural world, because the value of the natural world is materialized and 
commercialized in the same way. As Bookchin remarks, human’s intention to 
dominate nature stems from the idea of dominating human: “Man has produced 
imbalances not only in nature, but, more fundamentally, in his relations with his 
fellow man and in the very structure of his society. The imbalances man has 
produced in the natural world are caused by the imbalances he has  produced in the 
social world” (Anarchism 84). 
The Professor’s House shows another example of this issue. In this novel, 
Tom has discovered two cities, the ancient cliff city and the modern city with high 
buildings. Residents in the ancient city are free and equal and following a natural 
way of living. On the contrary, people in modern city are repressed and not free , 
comparing with each other, competing against each other, and communicating with 
each other with purpose and fraudulence. When we think about the problems of the 
relationship between human and nature, we need to take the relationship among 
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humans and the social mechanism into consideration. If we do not realize the 
problem of the present capitalism society, we would not achieve a harmony 
between man and nature: “it is impossible to achieve a harmonization of man and 
nature without creating a human community that lives in a lasting balance with its 
natural environment” (Anarchism 80).  
With the help of modern technology, modern people live in the comfortable 
man-made artificial environment. Although we build the greening infrastructure 
such as gardens or parks and we can more or less contact with nature in this 
man-made environment, our original intimacy with nature is still separated and 
alienated. Along with the urbanization and capitalization, human’s imagination on 
nature is obliterated by the monotonous lifestyle and mass production as well as 
their sensitive intimacy with the natural world is replaced by the pursuit of profit 
and self-interest. As it is presented in “Neighbour Rosicky”, one of the troubles of 
the cities is the high buildings which separate human away from the soil to force 
them to live in an unnatural world. Thus, Rosicky chooses to come back from city 






Chapter IV   
Feminized Nature in O Pioneers! 
 
1  Feminized Nature 
Willa Cather’s place in American literature was established with her first 
Nebraska novel, O Pioneers! This chapter attempts to interpret the symbolic 
meaning of nature as woman in O Pioneers!, one of Cather’s most famous and 
representative novels. 
O Pioneers! tells the story of the Bergsons, a family of Swedish immigrants 
in the farm country near the town of Hanover, Nebraska, at the turn of the 20th 
century. The heroin, Alexandra Bergson, a strong-willed and intelligent woman, 
inherits the family farmland when her father John Bergson dies, and turns the 
wilderness into a very prosperous farmland. The novel is also concerned with two 
romantic relationships, one between Alexandra and family friend Carl Linstrum 
and another between Alexandra’s younger brother Emil and the Mrs. Marie 
Shabata. The novel is divided into five parts, each of which has numerous 
chapters: “The Wild Land”, “Neighboring Fields”, “Winter Memories”, “The 
White Mulberry Tree” and “Alexandra”.  
Nature in this novel is depicted differently from that in her other novels. 
Compared to Cather’s other works, one of the most distinguished features in O 
Pioneers! is that the land itself is personified as a protagonist and behaves like a 
human. It has physical action like breathing and heart beating as well as 
psychological one like emotion, desire, mood-swings, and even struggle. In this 
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respect, Meeker’s remark that the land plays a major role in the novel is very 
convincing: “The Nebraska prairie also acts as a character in these novels, 
interacting with all the human characters and influencing their lives in powerful 
and subtle ways. The land is often referred to as if it were a person” (78). Cather 
obviously devotes a large amount of description to create the personified land as a 
main character or an important protagonist in O Pioneers!. Even from the title of 
each part, we can see that nature plays an important role in the novel, especially in 
Part I and Part II. The former’s title “The Wild Land” suggests the wilderness of 
the land which has no cultivation. However, the title “Neighboring Fields” for Part 
II seems to suggest that the wild land is transferred into the fields where some 
particular crops are grown. So the land is no longer wild or untamed. As it will be 
seen, since the title of each part tells us the significance of nature in the novel, the 
descriptions of the landscape and nature contain some significant implications 
which need to be revealed in this novel. 
More critics have begun interpreting Cather’s works from these  perspectives 
with the rise of newly-developed interdisciplinary criticism—ecocriticism and 
ecofeminisim. To understand the feminized nature in Cather’s works, it is 
necessary to summarize previous reviews on the relationship of women and nature 
in her novels so that a new interpretation may be attempted. 
In “My Ántonia, Jim Burden, and the Dilemma of the Lesbian Writer”, Judith 
Fetterley employs a lesbian approach to interpret the novel. She considers Cather 
as a lesbian writer, and supposes that in a sense her lesbianism makes an influence 
on the characters, plots and even landscapes in her novels: “Cather’s lesbianism 
might have influenced her art!”(145). According to her, Jim Burden, who is 
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described as a male character in the novel, is in fact a woman character, since he 
does not fall in love with and marry Antonia at the end of the novel. “Jim Burden, 
drops her masquerade, defines a woman’s love for women as the governing 
impulse of her art” (160). Fetterley even defines that “the key to Cather’s genius 
and achievement” is to find the “voice of Cather” as a hidden voice in the text and 
the subject of the contemplation as the landscape so that we can see “A woman’s 
voice making love to a feminine landscape” (161) in My Ántonia.  
Louise H. Westling concurs with Fetterley’s statement, and goes further to 
interpret the theme and scenes based upon the concept of feminine landscape in 
Cather’s other novel O Pioneers! She concludes that “the central eroticism of the 
novel is an expression of the same feminine desire for a feminized object”(68). By 
relating the text to Cather’s life experience, both of them explore Cather’s voices 
as a lesbian writer under the text. With their hypothesis that Cather is a lesbian 
writer, they make an analysis on how her lesbianism affects her text. Particularly 
in Westling’s analysis, more attention is paid to the landscape in Cather’s novels. 
In short, they center on not only the relationships among characters and plot 
development but also the depiction of the landscape that is supposed to have 
important implications for understanding Cather’s novels.  
Susan E. Hill also makes an analysis on the female landscape in O Pioneers! 
and another long novel The Song of the Lark in the “Landscape of Excess: 
Sexuality and Spirituality in Willa Cather’s O Pioneers! and The Song of the 
Lark ”. Hill thinks that the heroine of O Pioneers! knows instinctively the spiritual 
value of the land. For Hill, the connection of the spiritual and the erotic are 
embedded in Cather’s landscape. 
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In “Willa Cather’s female landscapes: The Song of the Lark and Lucy 
Gayheart”, Susan J. Rosowski raises a question concerning Cather’s writing: 
“what is her treatment of the relationship between gender and consciousness?” 
(233). In her view, the landscape is created as a mirror in The Song of the Lark to 
witness the heroine’s developing gender consciousness.  
In “A Guided Tour of Ecocriticism, with Excursions to Catherland”, 
reviewing and summarizing recent ecocriticism of Willa Cather, Glotfelty 
expresses her expectations of the future ecocritical analysis on Willa Cather. 
According to her, Westling and Rosowski are mainly concerned with the feminized 
nature represented in Cather’s novels. She comments on Rosowski’s remark in her 
Birthing a Nation: Gender, Creation, and the West in American Literature : “In 
Rosowski’s reading of Cather, then, the land is never subdued; it retains its 
wilderness and generativity, which is closely allied with the wilderness in women” 
(31). She supposes that, just like the wilderness in nature, women also have an 
aspect of wilderness in their spirit. In a sense, it is also a problem related to the 
gender consciousness and the female psyche of the novels.  
In “Willa Cather: The Daughter in Exile”
19
, Josephine Donovan makes an 
analysis on the female psyche in Cather’s novels from the perspective of mythic 
stereotypes. Donovan asserts that a series of landscape are feminized in Cather’s 
novels. For example, she remarks that the cave in The Song of the Lark is “a 
feminine symbol”, and “[h]ere [Thea] meditates in solitude, loses herself in the 
sounds of nature, reconnects with the ancient Indian women, and takes ritual baths” 
                                                   
19
 Chapter 4 of Donovan’s After the Fall: The Demeter-Persephone Myth in 
Wharton, Cather, and Glasgow. 
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(113). In this way, nature becomes a maternal shelter which provides a space 
comforting Thea’s heart, so that the landscape may keep closely in touch with the 
female psyche. 
In “My Ántonia and the National Parks Movement”, Joseph Urgo connects the 
year of 1916 when Cather began writing My Ántonia to the period when a series of 
American policies on wilderness preservation was established at the beginning of 
the 20th century: “the era of My Ántonia was one of national landscape 
preservation” (46). He explains that the establishment of national parks in 
different states in succession is one of the consequences of wilderness preservation. 
He further remarks that “if there were no landscapes like those preserved in 
national parks and no land reserves, there would be no nation, no historical sense, 
no experience of wilderness, and no spirit of American identity—there would be 
no country into which to bring his Muse”(54). According to his argument, Antonia 
is a symbolic character which represents the American wilderness landscape. Jim 
Burden’s journey back to Nebraska in search of Antonia means going back to the 
wilderness in search of the experience of wilderness and the spirit of American 
identity (55). The social context of the novel with Antonia as a symbol of 
American wilderness also leads us to a view which equates women with nature. 
The analogy of nature with the women, as well as the hidden voice of Cather 
and the gender consciousness in her novels have become more and more 
controversial. Critics have interpreted the analogy from several different 
perspectives. Yet, many of them have focused mainly on the relation between the 
heroines like Alexandra or Ántonia and the landscape, or on the relation between 
Cather’s hidden lesbian voice and the landscape. Less attention has been paid to 
126 
 
the relation between other characters and the landscape. In O Pioneers!, Cather not 
only devotes a large number of descriptions to Alexandra’s intimacy to nature, but 
also to other characters’ relationships with nature and their perception of it. Some 
critics, such as Patrick K. Dooley have noticed the metaphorical meaning of Ivar, 
one of the other interesting characters, and his connection to nature in O 
Pioneers!: “Crazy Ivar practices species egalitarianism at least down to the level 
of animals”(69). We should be concerned more with characters other than the 
heroine of the novel.   
For instance, although many researchers focus on the heroine Alexandra’s 
kinship with land, they still ignore her father, John Bergson. As one of the 
representatives of the older generation of pioneers, his attitude to nature is also 
important. As nature in Part I is different from that in Part II, “feminized nature” 
itself also differs in each Part. From John’s point of view to Alexandra’s one, 
nature transforms itself to be multi-dimensional, and the stereotype of feminized 
nature becomes enriched, making the novel more allegorical and symbolic.  
The feminized nature or the relationship of woman with nature is not only 
related to literature. It is also one of the most significant issues in many fields such 
as politics, homosexuality, environmental protection and feminism. In this chapter, 
to explicate the feminized nature in this novel more in detail, a comparison of 
other literary works and some other interdisciplinary concepts such as gender and 
patriarchy will be introduced. First of all, it is necessary to explain why nature in 
O Pioneers! is considered as feminized nature. The second task is to trace back 
some stereotypes of feminized nature in other literary works: especially in 
Wordsworth’s poem “Nutting” and Whitman’s “Pioneers, O, Pioneers!”. Finally, 
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we need to make a diachronic comparison of the landscapes in Part I and Part II in 
order to examine the way the novel expresses the traditional American ecological 
attitudes to the land by putting it in a historical context.  
 
2  Linguistic Aspect 
Needless to say, nature has long been feminized linguistically as a feminine 
noun. In the beginning of Chapter 3 “Winter Memory”, Cather directly uses “she” 
to refer to nature: 
 
Winter has settled down over the Divide again; the season in which Nature 
recuperates, in which she sinks to sleep between the fruitfulness of 
autumn and the passion of spring. (139) 
 
Signifying nature by a feminine noun is not unusual in literary works. 
However, Cather’s feminized nature has more significant femininity than  others 
which are simply referred to with feminine noun. For instance, in Part II Cather 
shows us the feminized nature imagery by using the fascinating language to create 
ambiguous and erotic descriptions in the following scene. In Part II, “Neighboring 
Fields,” the heroine Alexandra leads her family, against all odds, and constructs 
the beautiful garden on the wild prairie. The description of a gratifying landscape 
of the great harvest presented in chapter 2 runs as follows:  
 
The Divide is now thickly populated. The rich soil yields heavy harvests; 
the dry, bracing climate and the smoothness of the land make labor easy 
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for men and beasts. There are few scenes more gratifying than a spring 
plowing in that country, where the furrows of a single field often lie a mile 
in length, and the brown earth, with such a strong, clean smell, and such a 
power of growth and fertility in it, yields itself eagerly to the plow; rolls 
away from the shear, not even dimming the brightness of the metal, with a 
soft, deep sigh of happiness. The wheat-cutting sometimes goes on all 
night as well as all day, and in good seasons there are scarcely men and 
horses enough to do the harvesting. The grain is so heavy that it bends 
towards the blade and cuts like velvet. (57-58) 
 
This is the landscape of a harvest which contains several deep implications. 
Firstly, the image of the plow as an instrument appears in this scene. Meeker 
comments on the image of the plow: “The instrument of cultivation, and the 
symbol of human civilization, is the plow” (“Willa Cather: The Plow and the Pen” 
78). The plow is not only a labor instrument for pioneers but also a symbol of the 
invasion of civilization into the wilderness. He additionally remarks that “[i]n the 
course of the novel, it is the plow that converts the land into a source of wealth 
and status and becomes a central image of the human spirit triumphant” (79). The 
plow becomes the tool and instrument which on the one hand helps human fulfil 
their dreams and complete self-realization, and on the other hand, transfers the 
wild land to crop fields. Land or the wilderness is the rival of humans and is 
opposed to them. 
The image of the plow appears not only here but also in other parts of the 
novel. For example, in section 2 of Part I, the plow symbolizes human’s vain effort 
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to conquer nature: “The record of the plow was insignificant, like the feeble 
scratches on stone left by prehistoric races, so indeterminate that they may, after 
all, be only the markings of glaciers, and not a record of human strivings” (15). A 
series of words like “insignificant”, “feeble” and “so indeterminate” represent 
human’s disappointment at not making a mark on the land. This passage forms a 
sharp contrast to the landscape in Part II, which stresses man’s proud plowing 
mark on the land.  
The plow also reflects the binary opposition between human and land, 
civilization and nature. In section 4 of Part I, an intense conflict between them is 
implied: “Then came the hard times that brought everyone on the Divide to the 
brink of despair; three years of drouth and failure, the last struggle of a wild soil 
against the encroaching plowshare” (36). In this description, human and land 
becomes rivals of each other, which highlights the opposition between them.  
However, the gratifying harvest scene in Part II shows man’s triumph over nature. 
Cather emphasizes that the spring plowing is also a gratifying scene, and the word 
“gratifying” expresses the sense of satisfaction which the spring plowing brings to 
humans. This echoes the positive “plow” image mentioned above; people use the 
plow to translate the wilderness into a field which brings forth satisfaction and 
fulfilment to humans.  
The word “furrow” seems to put an emphasis on the mark made by a plow 
and humans, and strengthen the impression of the invasion of the civilization into 
nature. Even if land has tremendous power in terms of its fertility which human 
never can obtain, land still yields itself to the plow, and submits itself to humans. 
The crop field is signifying man’s triumph over nature. The spring plow certainly 
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is a gratifying thing.   
Here, the landscape as a feminized nature contains an erotic meaning. Some 
believe that this is a “lovemaking” feminized landscape which suggests Cather’s 
hidden homosexual desire. Westling considers that “Cather tried to take narrative 
space away from male control, maintaining the feminine identification of the land 
but moving male characters to the side and granting a new kind of agency to 
female protagonists” (65). She also argues that the language used in the feminized 
landscape quoted above implies the “lovemaking process” and the ostensible 
gesture of it conceals the homosexual desire: “the central eroticism of the novel is 
an expression of the same feminine desire for a feminized object” (68). In this 
sense, Cather takes away the narrative power of man by establishing the female 
protagonist intending to express her homosexual desire.  
It is a convincing argument that the landscapes of this scene act as a metaphor 
of the lovemaking process. The feminized landscape itself, however, needs to be 
explicated more deliberately before we hear the hidden voice of Cather’s 
homosexual desire. By comparing this scene with one of the dream record in 
Sigmund Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams, its underlying erotic meaning can 
be revealed. A dream of a young man, who imagined a picture when he was still in 
the womb and took advantage of an intra-uterine opportunity of watching his 
parents copulating, is as follows: 
 
The picture represented a field which was being ploughed up deeply by 
some implement; and the fresh air together with the idea of hard work 
which accompanied the scene, and the blue-black clods of earth, produced 
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a lovely impression. (410) 
 
What appears in this imaginative picture is similar to the gratifying harvest 
scene in Part II. The field which is being plowed, the fresh air, and the  gratifying 
atmosphere are mentioned in both scenes. Cather figuratively describes the spring 
plowing landscape as a physical process of sexual intercourse. The word “furrow” 
which means a long shallow trench in the ground emphasizes the mark made by a 
plow and suggests the vaginal recess of the female body. The plow is a symbol of 
the phallic power and the process of plowing the land is similar to sexual 
intercourse between a man and a woman. This landscape is a cultivated garden 
image of feminized nature, and man’s triumph over nature implicates the man’s 
triumph over the female and the triumph of patriarchal society as well as of 
anthropocentrism. The female and nature are in the same subordinate position. 
Cather intentionally indicates by emphatically suggesting that nature is female that 
the hidden theme of the novel is the analogy between nature and women. 
 
 
3  Conquest of nature  
In The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution , 
Carolyn Merchant summarizes this analogy between women and nature: “women 
and nature have an age-old association—an affiliation that had persisted 
throughout culture, language, and history” (xix). She also points out that “in both 
Western and non-Western cultures, nature was traditionally feminine. In Latin and 
the romance languages of medieval and early modern Europe, nature was feminine 
132 
 
noun” (xxiii). “Nature as female”
20
 is a traditional literary image in western 
culture, as exemplified by such common phrases as “Mother Nature” and “virgin 
land”. Why do people always connect nature to female or mother imagery, and 
why is nature equal to women rather than men? One of the reasons is that  the 
imagery of “Nature as female” always relates to the conquest of nature in literary 
works. Wordsworth’s poem “Nutting” and Whitman’s poem “Pioneers! O 
Pioneers!” represent how the feminized nature is associated with human’s desire to 
tame nature. By comparing these two poems with O Pioneers!, we will find 
several similarities among them, which promote our explication of the novel.  
 
3.1 The Image of Feminized Nature in “Nutting”  
“Nutting”
21





It seems a day 
(I speak of one from many singled out) 
One of those heavenly days that cannot die; 
When, in the eagerness of boyish hope, 
                                                   
20 “Nature as female” is the title of Chapter 1 in Merchant’s The Death of Nature.    
21 See Wordsworth’s note to Isabella Fenwick, reprinted in The Poetical Works of 
William Wordsworth. According to Wordsworth’s own notes, the early blank-verse 
poem, written around the end of 1789 when he and Dorothy were living in Goslar, 
derives from the remembrance he had as a boy while attending Hawkshead school.  
22  See Jonathan Bate’s “Toward Green Romanticism”. He suggests that 
Wordsworth’s “Nutting” might thus “be read as a miniature allegory of man’s rape 
of nature” (67). In his idea, the image of nature is feminized, as the boy’s 
encounter of a “virgin scene” and his sudden attack in the latter part of the poem 
have the force and savagery of a rape.   
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I left our cottage-threshold, sallying forth   (1-5)  
 
At the beginning of the poem, in addition to introducing the main character, 
the phrase “When, in the eagerness of boyish hope” seems to drop a hint for the 
plot and to foreshadow the speaker’s abrupt behavior in the latter part as well. The 
word “boyish” indicates that the speaker is a male and emphasizes that he is not 
yet an adult. This word is critical for us in understanding the symbolic meaning of 
the poem. As it is known, Wordsworth’s romanticism led him to believe that “The 
Child is father of the Man”
23
. This means that children have the greatest 
connection and understanding of nature, which eventually “fade into the light of 
common day”
24
 as they grow old. It also implies that children are closer to nature, 
while the adult are alienated from it. Based on Wordsworth’s idea on the 
relationship between the individual and nature, the poem contains two meanings. 
Then the boy goes on his way to nutting. 
 
With a huge wallet o’er my shoulders slung, 
A nutting-crook in hand; and turned my steps     (6-8) 
   
At thorns, and brakes, and brambles, — and, in truth, 
More ragged than need was! O’er pathless rocks,  
Through beds of matted fern, and tangled thickets,   (13-15)          
 
                                                   
23 “My Heart Leaps Up” l. 7. 
24 “Ode: Intimation of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood”  l. 76.   
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“A nutting-crook” is the instrument which the boy carries in his hand. In the 
latter part of the poem, we come to understand that the nutting-crook also serves 
as a weapon in the poem. The “beds of matted fern, and tangled thickets”, where 
the boy passes through, seems to render the wet and dark atmosphere of the scene. 
A “fern” often grows in wet areas, and this wet atmosphere also indicates the same 
wet environment of the vaginal recess of physical female body. The adolescent 
boy with strong masculinity comes to the feminine world, which leads the reader 
to a sexual association in this scene.  
 
Forcing my way, I came to one dear nook 
Unvisited, where not a broken bough 
Drooped with its withered leaves, ungracious sign 
Of devastation; but the hazels rose 
Tall and erect, with tempting clusters hung,                
A virgin scene! — A little while I stood, 
Breathing with such suppression of the heart 
As joy delights in; and, with wise restraint 
Voluptuous, fearless of a rival, eyed 
The banquet; — or beneath the trees I sate  
Among the flowers, and with the flowers I played;  
A temper known to those, who, after long 
And weary expectation, have been blest 
With sudden happiness beyond all hope. 
Perhaps it was a bower beneath whose leaves  
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The violets of five seasons re-appear 
And fade, unseen by any human eye;    (16-32)  
 
In the above description, phrases such as “one dark nook unvisited” and 
“virgin scene” suggest the underlying erotic meaning so that the image of nature as 
a virgin could be enhanced. The boy is attracted by “A virgin scene”  with the tall 
hazel with tempting clusters, and realizes that he has come to a secret garden of 
the wood. A sense of achievement and a great deal of gratification is generated 
within his heart, and he is delighted with the scene, symbolically reflecting male’s 
sexual desire and longing for a virgin.  
Meanwhile, the boy’s rapture reveals the innocent connection between 
children and nature as well. Wordsworth gives a detailed description of the 
children’s delightful experience with nature, their enjoyment in and appreciation 
of it. However, at the end of poem, the boy’s abrupt behavior brings forth the 
turning point. Right after enjoying the virgin scene, all of a sudden, he urges 
himself into merciless ravage to sully the virgin scene. 
 
……. Then up I rose, 
And dragged to earth both branch and bough, with crash 
And merciless ravage: and the shady nook 
Of hazels, and the green and mossy bower, 
Deformed and sullied, patiently gave up 
Their quiet being: and, unless I now 
Confound my present feelings with the past; 
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Ere from the mutilated bower I turned                                   
Exulting, rich beyond the wealth of kings,  
I felt a sense of pain when I beheld 
The silent trees, and saw the intruding sky—   (43-53) 
 
This scene, presenting the rude masculine domination of the “virgin scene” , 
makes a sharp contrast with the boy’s enjoyment of nature. Physiologically, men 
are more competitive and aggressive than women, and have a stronger desire to 
monopolize and manipulate women; “rich beyond the wealth of kings” implies that 
to dominate a virgin satisfies man’s desire and gives him a sense of fulfilmen t. In 
this poem, the boy’s ravage of the virgin scene can be metaphorically 
comprehended as the symbol of man’s sexual maturity. At the same time, from the 
view of the relationship between human and nature, the boy’s ravage of the virgin 
scene represents the conquest and destruction of nature as well as the way humans 
are gradually separated from nature and stand in opposition to it in the end. The 
conquest of the virgin, the sexual development from a boy to an adult and the 
man’s separation from nature are closely interrelated in Wordsworth’s 
romanticism.  
The poet might have confounded the present feelings with the past. If so, the 
boy has the two different chronological stages of feelings. It further suggests the 
psychological transition of the speaker, or the process of the loss of innocence as 
well. When he was a younger boy, he innocently appreciated and enjoyed the 
landscape of nature, feeling an intimacy with nature. However, once he grows up, 
as the domination of the virgin scene symbolizes, he  becomes an adult with sexual 
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maturity. Being separated from nature, his consciousness of dominating nature 
becomes stronger, while on the contrary, the connection and intimacy with nature 
becomes feeble.  
Still, he believes that when he is leaving the scene as a boy, he feels “a sense 
of pain”. If this is the case, a boy already felt guilty about his own deforming the 
bower and his sense of guilt and awe of nature became more confirmed as he grew. 
No matter which way he took, his “pain” might result from his realization of the 
existence of trees and the intruding sky. The word “intruding” suggests the sky and 
the speaker vie with each other in their claims of primacy and dominance of the 
virgin scene.  
 
Then, dearest Maiden, move along these shades 
In gentleness of heart; with gentle hand 
Touch—for there is a spirit in the woods.    (54-56)  
 
The last stanza indicates that the poet’s attitude to nature is filled with awe 
and reverence to it. Rather than delight, he feels pain when he beholds nature, “ the 
silent trees” and “the intruding sky”. This poem dramatizes the fact that human’s 
intimacy with nature fades away by showing the rude masculine dominance of the 
virgin and natural scenes. The image of feminized nature, with apparently hidden 
but distinct enough sexual implication, plays an important role in explicating the 
lines. 
 
3.2 The Image of Feminized Nature in “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” 
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In 1865, Walt Whitman wrote the poem “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” as an ode to 
the pioneers who had struck out to the American West in search of a better life. 
Many critics believe that the title of Cather’s O Pioneers! is taken from this poem. 
In O Pioneers!, Cather celebrates the frontier virtues of strength and spirit and 
reflects the Westward expansionism in American history, while Whitman praises 
in his poem the rugged resiliency, the daring courage, and the fearless resolution of 
those who left the past behind to seek for the new life in the wilderness. Woodress 
argues that “[t]he transcendental echoes of the closing sentence make it 
particularly appropriate that the title of the novel should have come from 
Whitman’s poem” (Her Life 158). Some critics claim that the connection between 
Whitman and Cather can be seen not only in the similarity of their work’s titles, 
but also in several other points. For instance, in an article “I bequeath myself to 
the dirt to grow from the grass I love: The Whitman-Cather Connection in O 
Pioneers!”, Maire Mullins attempts to show what impact Whitman’s poetry had on 
Cather’s writing: “Whitman’s Leaves of Grass provided Cather with literary 
models for writing about America unapologetically and in grand, epic ways” (124). 
In addition to Henry James’s influence on Cather’s earlier novel-writing, and 
Jewett’s advice on her later Nebraska novels, as Mullines believes, Whitman also 
plays a vital role in shaping her writing in several ways, including the mode and 
the form: “although Jewett helped Cather find her way as an artist, it was Whitman 
who early on served as Cather’s implicit muse and model” (123). She then remarks 
that Whitman’s huge influence on Cather’s writing is embodied in O Pioneers!. 
Along with many other critics, Mullines shares the idea that Cather  takes the title 
of her second novel O Pioneers! from Whitman’s poem, and that both works 
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celebrate the Westward Movement of the pioneers. Mullins also supposes that 
Whitman’s influence and connection with Cather’s writing is far more than that.  
“Prairie song” is a poem inserted at the beginning of O Pioneers! Mullins  
points out that this poem is influenced to a large extent directly by Whitman’s 
enthusiasm, and the youth depicted in “prairie song” embodies the spirit and motif 
of Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. She believes that the plot of O Pioneers! is more or 
less similar to “Pioneers O Pioneers!” and even to Leaves of Grass. According to 
her investigation, some events in O Pioneers!, such as Marie and Emil’s death and 
Frank’s imprisonment correspond to some stanzas in “Pioneers O Pioneers!”: 
“sections of Whitman’s poem ‘Pioneers O Pioneers!’ are directly related to the 
characterization and themes of Cather’s novel” (128).  
She points out that Cather’s other novels also inherit much from Whitman’s 
poetry: “Cather also inherited from those who came before her, particularly Sarah 
Orne Jewett and Walt Whitman, the sense of place and the rapturous appreciation 
of the land and people that infuse O Pioneers! Whitman’s enthusiastic embrace of 
America as subject matter enable Cather to write about Nebraska unapologetically 
and in a spontaneous, grand way not only in O Pioneers! but also in My Ántonia 
and The Song of the Lark” (133). 
Cather admires so much Whitman’s poetics that in The Kingdom of Art she 
enthusiastically praises it, especially the inclusiveness, expansiveness, passion and 
sheer joyousness in Leaves of Grass. 
 
The poet’s task is usually to select the poetic. Whitman never bothers to 
do that, he takes everything in the universe from fly-specks to the fixed 
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stars. His Leaves of Grass is a sort of dictionary of the English language, 
and in it is the name of everything in creation set down with great 
reverence but without any particular connection. (902) 
 
Cather applies Whitman’s style, figure of speech and tone to her own writing. 
Although Mullins’ claim in her detailed and comprehensive analysis that O 
Pioneers! shares the same enthusiasm and passion as “Pioneers O Pioneers!” is 
convincing, she ignores the differences between them and fails to compare their 
images of nature, emphasizing the similarities of the two works too much. Mullins 
concentrates on the comparison of plots and the characters of these works. Yet, the 
images of nature, and the landscape of feminized nature in these works have been 
excluded from her interpretation. Although Cather admires and worships to 
Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, she does not entirely accept Whitman’s poetics.  
Cather borrowed the title of her second novel from Whitman’s “Pioneers O 
Pioneers!”. The implications of nature which pioneers seek to conquer in each 
work, however, are slightly different. “Pioneers O Pioneers!” was written as an 
ode to the pioneers who had set out in search of a more fulfilling life by settling in 
the American West. Throughout this poem, Whitman pays homage to the pioneers’ 
courage and fearless choice to set out to find the brigh ter future. Whitman’s use of 
allegory and imagery presents his admiration and support for the pioneers and 
Manifest Destiny at that time.  
Compared to Cather, Whitman deliberately demonstrates and enhances the 
more aggressive and offensive atmosphere in “Pioneers O Pioneers!”, which is 
conveyed in the description of weapons in the first stanza. Westling claims that 
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these weapons foreshadow the martial rhythms of the whole poem, and serve as an 
application of Emerson’s rhetoric of nature.   
 
Whitman’s martial rhythms, his references to weapons and detachments, 
and the “resistless restless race” of conquering settlers felling the 
primeval forests, stemming the rivers, and upheaving the virgin soil were 
logical extensions of Emerson’s rhetoric in Nature. (58) 
 
“Martial rhythms” here is of great significance, for it highlights the tone and 
mood of the whole poem. The reader associate the martial rhythms with the 
military and war. The time when Whitman composed this poem suggests that the 
war implied in the poem is probably indicative of the American Indian Wars.  
The development of the West spurred by Manifest Destiny, which held the 
idea that the United States was destined to expand from coast to coast on the 
American continent, caused the conflict between the white settlers expanding their 
territory and the indigenous Native American people who were deprived of their 
native land. This may explain why Whitman demands the pioneers to prepare their 
weapons, such as pistols and sharp-edged axes in the first stanza. On the surface, 
the pioneers are encouraged to conquer the wilderness. In the historical context, 
however, they can also be interpreted as fighting against Native American people 
in order to push them out of their own land. Thus the tone of the poem is more 
martial and aggressive, and nature here not only represents the wilderness or the 
American West, but also the oppressed Native American people as well.  
Also, little attention has been paid to the comparison of the descriptions of 
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nature in these two works, especially on the feminized nature. By comparing them, 
we will find that their descriptions of nature are slightly different although their 
titles and themes are similar.  
 
Come my tan-faced children,  
Follow well in order, get your weapons ready, 
Have you your pistols? have you your sharp-edged axes? 
Pioneers! O pioneers! 
O you youths, Western youths, 
So impatient, full of action, full of manly pride and friendship,  
Plain I see you Western youths, see you tramping with the foremost, 
Pioneers! O pioneers! 
Have the elder races halted? 
Do they droop and end their lesson, wearied over there beyond the seas? 
We take up the task eternal, and the burden and the lesson, 
Pioneers! O pioneers!  (1-16) 
 
The weapons, pistols and sharp-edged axes in the first stanza are the 
instruments used to conquer the wilderness. By intentionally using an imperative 
and two interrogatives briskly here, Whitman reminds the pioneers to make sure 
they bring weapons, namely pistols and sharp-edged axes when they go to the wild 
West. As indispensable tools for people to conquer the wilderness, the weapons are 
the symbol of the industrial intrusion into nature. Obviously, they have here the 
same function as Cather’s “plow”, which, according to Meeker, symbolizes man’s 
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self-fulfilment. The metaphorical functions of Whitman’s “weapons”, Cather’s 
“plow”, and Wordsworth’s “nutting crook” are almost similar. In this way, the 
desire and emotional appeal to conquer the land and struggle against nature 
emerge at the very beginning of the poem.  
Also the second stanza seems to render the same masculinity as that in 
“Nutting”. “Western youths”, who are “so impatient”, “full of action”, and “full of 
manly pride and friendship” show some typical characteristics of masculini ty here. 
The energetic and high-spirited young pioneers indicate that they are ready to 
struggle against nature to achieve their self-realizations. The refrain “Pioneers! O 
Pioneers!” at the end of each stanza sounds like an encouraging call in the 
battlefield. The poem in general demonstrates aggressive masculine power, which 
is what Whitman seems to emphasize most. By contrast, nature is feminized 
correspondingly, as seen in the following stanzas.  
 
All the past we leave behind, 
We debouch upon a newer mightier world, varied world, 
Fresh and strong the world we seize, world of labor and the march,  
Pioneers! O pioneers! 
We detachments steady throwing, 
Down the edges, through the passes, up the mountains steep,  
Conquering, holding, daring, venturing as we go the unknown ways, 
Pioneers! O pioneers! 
We primeval forests felling, 
We the rivers stemming, vexing we and piercing deep the mines within,  
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We the surface broad surveying, we the virgin soil upheaving,  
Pioneers! O pioneers! 
Colorado men are we, 
From the peaks gigantic, from the great sierras and the high plateaus,  
From the mine and from the gully, from the hunting trail we come,  
Pioneers! O pioneers! 
From Nebraska, from Arkansas, 
Central inland race are we, from Missouri, with the continental blood 
intervein’d, 
All the hands of comrades clasping, all the Southern, all the Northern,  
Pioneers! O pioneers!  (17-36) 
 
Interestingly, different images of nature are demonstrated in stanza 5 and 6. 
In stanza 5, pioneers are encouraged to conquer nature, to climb the steep 
mountain and venture along unknown paths. The image of nature is formed as the 
object for human beings to conquer. The enterprising spirit here emphasizes the 
human’s desire to control nature. In stanza 6, the idea of conquering nature is 
strengthened and intensified and a series of feminized nature images is also 
introduced. For example, “virgin soil” here implies the vast wilderness in the West, 
which arouses human’s dreams and expectations and have never been claimed by 
humans. This is similar to the “unvisited land” in Wordsworth’s “Nutting” as the 
object to be conquered. However, on closer examination, we find another image of 
feminized nature—mother nature where human’s desire to conquer and exploit 
nature seems to be much stronger.  
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In the 19th century America, with the increase of commercialism and 
industrialization, new activities such as irrigation, deforestation and assaying  were 
applied in the Westward Movement which directly changed the environment and 
altered the earth. Several images of woman as nature among these human activities 
are described in the poem. For example, the mining mentioned in the sixth stanza 
represents how the image of mother nature exerts an influence on human’s 
behavior and how it is devastated by industrialization. It is well known that mining 
is a very common human activity in modern society. However, it was restricted or 
prohibited in traditional society because the mines were previously considered a 
symbol of a mother’s womb. “For most traditional cultures, minerals and metals 
ripened in the uterus of Mother Earth, mines were compared to her vagina, and 
metallurgy was the human hastening of the birth of the living metal in the artificial 
womb of the furnace—an abortion of the metal’s natural growth cycle before the 
time” (Merchant, Death 4).  
The behaviour of mining itself is metaphorically related to the physical 
aggression of a mother’s body, the brutal intrusion to nature, and the desecration 
of mother nature. The metaphorical connection between nature and mother seems 
to emphasize and praise the maternal characteristics of the natural environment, 
laying stress on the bountiful resources of the earth which never seem to be 
exhausted. This connection ironically results in human exploitation and 
devastation of the natural environment. In order to satisfy the increasing needs, 
human beings take these graces of nature for granted, and overexploit the natural 
resources of mother nature. Compared to the image of nurturing mother nature, the 
image of nature as a virgin is emphasized more in this stanza as well. Nature 
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viewed as a virgin means that it can be conquered by human beings. It might as 
well stem from men’s deep-rooted urge to conquer a virgin. Nature as a virgin 
activates both men’s lust to conquer a virgin and human’s desire to control and 
exploit nature. In a word, Wordsworth’s “Nutting” and “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” 
both represent the equivalence between human’s conquest of nature and men’s 
conquest of women. 
As Wordsworth’s “Nutting”, “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” applies the first person 
“I” as the speaker to convey directly his encouragement and admiration for the 
pioneers as well as for Manifest Destiny. However, unlike “Nutting”, the poem 
uses not only the singular noun “I”, but also the plural “we” to imply human 
beings as a whole struggling against nature. Meanwhile, the word “we” could 
represent men as a whole against nature and women too. 
Although Cather advocates Whitman’s passion, enthusiasm, and poetics, she 
shrewdly points out some of the problems with Whitman’s poems. In The Kingdom 
of Art, Cather indeed praises the enthusiasm and passion that lends enchantment 
and charm to Whitman’s poetics. Still on the other hand, she shows her 
dissatisfaction with the irresponsibility of Whitman’s poetics as well. She remarks 
that Whitman fails to realise the existence of a responsibility and conscience.  
 
To live was to fulfil all natural laws and impulse. To be comfortable was 
to be happy. To be happy was the ultimatum. He did not realize the 
existence of a conscience or a responsibility. He has no more thought of 




Cather does not absolutely approve of Whitman’s poetics, and she realizes 
and observes that the pursuit of maximum happiness and comfort may lead to the 
disregarding of morality and responsibility. Whitman’s irresponsibility and 
immorality can be seen through the image of feminized nature. The historical 
background of this poem implies that nature represents not only the wilderness or 
the American West, but also Native American people as well. Cather’s disapproval 
of Whitman’s lack of responsibility and morality indicates her discontentment with 
the American Indian Wars, and the unjust aggression against the land of Indian 
people. Meanwhile, this immorality also represents human’s intensified 
exploitation of the natural resources without any responsibility or conscience. 
Compared to Whitman, nature in O Pioneers! is personified as a protagonist with 
diverse characteristics—the significant counterpart or the peer to man.  
 
3.3 The Image of Feminized Nature in O Pioneers! 
The long-established femininity of nature exemplifies the way men have 
identified taming of nature with that of woman. O Pioneers! also contains this 
issue from John Bergson’s point of view. In Chapter I, John looks back over his 
life of struggling in the wilderness: “In eleven long years John Bergson had made 
but little impression upon the wild land he had come to tame” (16) . John is one of 
the representatives of the older generation of pioneers who have the traditional 
belief in land: “John Bergson had the Old-World belief that land, in itself, is 
desirable” (17). For him land is desirable, and he has a strong desire to tame it 
which represents the wishes of many pioneers at that time. The “desirable” land 
which “he had come to tame” is not only for himself but for all the pioneers. To 
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some extent, the desirable wilderness of the American West reflects the people’s 
communal fantasy of the virgin land. The pristine and barren land is pure like a 
virgin and has the potential for development. For humans, to conquer the virgin 
land is to achieve their self-fulfillment. On the contrary, if the land is not 
conquered by men, it would be disappointing or frustrating for human because 
their goal could not be achieved. The following citations express people’s 
depressed emotion when they do not successfully conquer the land and nature: “Of 
all the bewildering things about a new country, the absence of human landmarks is 
one of the most depressing and disheartening” (15); “The settlers sat about on the 
wooden sidewalks in the little town and told each other that the country was never 
meant for men to live in” (36). Even though nature is violent, and even the land is 
barren, in order to satisfy their desires for conquering and possessing the land, 
humans still want to explore and alter the land to a suitable place for them to live 
in. Yet, their disappointment paradoxically reveals the fact  that nature is obviously 
reduced to the object for humans to conquer and that humans are used to see he 
world from a human-centered perspective, understanding everything on the basis 
of an anthropocentric viewpoint. 
A comparison among these works seems to provide us with a deepened 
interpretation of feminized nature in O Pioneers! Although we see no evident 
allusions in O Pioneers! to Wordsworth and Whitman, there are several 
similarities with some variations among them. Firstly, the themes of these works 
are in common—conquering nature, reclaiming the land, and human’s wish to 
make a mark on nature in order to demonstrate their power and self-value. These 
are identically represented in the above descriptions in their works. Secondly, the 
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farming tools depicted in all these works have the same symbolic and metaphorical 
meaning. Finally, nature in these works implies femininity. However, there are 
some differences in terms of the characteristics of nature in them. Human behavior 
looks more active, deliberate and aggressive in “Nutting”  and “Pioneers! O 
Pioneers!” than in O Pioneers! In the former two works, nature does not have the 
positive existence, and seems to be silent. In contrast, in Cather’s description, 
nature is given its own existence to some extent, if passive and silent. In addition, 
the image of nature as female is more complicated and varied than the other two. 
Nature in “Nutting” and “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” is depicted as a typical virgin, 
but in O Pioneers!, nature is not only depicted as a virgin, but also as a witch. 
These dichotomous depictions of feminized nature are to be discussed in the 
subsequent section of this paper. 
The difference of the gendered landscape between O Pioneers! and “Nutting” 
or “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” is that in Cather’s novel, the feminized nature is more 
extensive and various. In “Nutting” and “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” only human’s 
behaviour is more active and conscious, while nature does not act and seems to be 
silent and absent. In Cather’s novel, however, nature also acts to resist and oppose 
humans. 
 
4  Dichotomous Depictions of Feminized Nature 
We have seen that the feminized nature derives from men’s desire to control 
woman as well as nature, and the similarities between them. Another relation 
between nature and women is based upon  the connection between dangerous 
nature and the woman-as-evil tradition. In the New Testament, Eve is considered 
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as the culprit of human’s exile from the Garden of  Eden. The ancient Greek story 
of Pandora, who opens the box and brings all the dreadful things to the world, also 
tells us that women are easy to be deceived by evil. In fact, many researchers have 
been concerned with the relationship between the fear of nature with the evil of 
women. For example, Carolyn Merchant, Catherine M. Croach and Tuan Yi-fu 
more or less discuss why the negative imagery of nature is always analogized to a 
bad mother or a witch in the history. 
Yi-fu Tuan states that one of the fears of nature is to imagine nature as a 
witch in his Landscapes of Fear: 
 
People the world over have shown a tendency to anthropomorphize the 
forces of nature. We cannot, in fact, feel strongly about any object, 
animate or inanimate, without endowing it with human attributes. But the 
physical environment of dark nights and mountain tops acquires an extra 
dimension of ominousness, beyond the threat of natural forces and spirits, 
when it is identified with human evil of a supernatural order, that of 
witches or ghosts. (105) 
 
Tuan explains that people tend to anthropomorphize the phenomenon of 
nature so that they can feel nature strongly. Then, relying on human’s emotional 
experience and perception of nature, he mentions that people easily associate the 
ominous phenomena with supernatural ghosts and witches. Tuan further points out 
that the image of witches symbolizes the chaotic power and disaster of nature: 
“Witches are a force for total chaos, and they are closely associated with other 
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forces or manifestations of chaos such as dark nights, wild animals, wild bush 
country, mountains, and stormy weather” (107).  
As it is known, a witch signifies “a woman supposed to have dealing with the 
devil or evil spirits and to be able by their co-operation to perform supernatural 
acts”
25
. Furthermore, environmental historian Carolyn Merchant, also applies 
witch to refer to the disorder of nature.
26
 At the beginning of this chapter, she 
states that “[t]he image of nature that became important in the early modern period 
was that of a disorderly and chaotic realm to be subdued and controlled” (127). 
Then she significantly points out that like the image of virgin land or mother 
nature, the chaotic and disorderly nature is also related to the image of the female: 
“wild uncontrollable nature was associated with the female” (127).  
Tuan also associates the chaotic nature with witches on the basis of people’s 
perception of nature. But, the witches whom Merchant notes here reveal the 
human’s underlying wish to control nature. In other words, viewing nature as a 
virgin made humans desire to conquer it, and regarding nature as a mother made 
humans continuously exploit it, whereas, deeming nature as a witch made humans 
want to control it. These are the two sides of women as nature, not only containing 
the good bright side as a virgin or mother, but also containing the bad dark side as 
a witch: 
 
The images of both nature and woman were two-sided. The virgin nymph 
                                                   
25 The Oxford English Dictionary: 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/229575?rskey=dKOENx&result=2&isAdvanced=
false#eid 
26 I am much indebted to Merchant’s discussion “Nature as Disorder: Women and 
Witches”, Chapter 4 of The Death of Nature. 
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offered peace and serenity, the earth mother nurture and fertility, but 
nature also brought plagues, famines, and tempests. Similarly, woman was 
both virgin and witch: the Renaissance courtly lover placed her on a 
pedestal; the inquisitor burned her at the stake. The witch, symbol of  the 
violence of nature, raised storms, caused illness, destroyed crops, 
obstructed generation, and killed infants. Disorderly woman, like chaotic 
nature, needed to be controlled. (127) 
 
The two sides of woman and nature that Merchant points out above is critical 
for us to understand human attitudes to nature and the dichotomy of feminized 
nature. Merchant further explains why the image of witches is associated with the 
chaotic nature: “Symbolically associated with unruly nature was the dark side of 
woman” (132). She also remarks that even if the image of Virgin Mary is the 
incarnation of holiness and salvation, the image of woman is always considered as 
having more sexual passion and is easier to be tempted: “women were also seen as 
closer to nature than men, subordinate in the social hierarchy to the men of their 
class, and imbued with a far greater sexual passion” (132). So, just like nature, 
woman should be controlled: “Like wild chaotic nature, women needed to be 
subdued and kept in their place” (132).  
In her another book, Reinventing Eden: The Fate of Nature in Western 
Culture (2003), Merchant further discusses the image of nature as female in the 
history of western culture, and puts emphasis on the fact that the way humans treat 
nature is similar to the one man treats woman. Comparing with the story of the 
Garden of Eden, she maintains that the development of western culture has been 
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dominated by a recovery narrative. One of the most significant sections is where 
Merchant discusses the role of gender played in the recovery narrative, referring to 
the three forms of Eve: 
   
In western culture, nature as Eve appears in three forms. As original Eve, 
nature is virgin, pure, and light—land that is pristine or barren but had the 
potential for development. As fallen Eve, nature is disorderly and chaotic; 
a wilderness, wasteland, or desert requiring improvement; dark and 
witchlike, the victim and mouthpiece of Satan as serpent. As mother Eve, 
nature is an improved garden; a nurturing earth bearing fruit; a ripened 
ovary; maturity. (22) 
 
Merchant epitomizes human attitudes to nature in the development of western 
culture, and connects the development of modern society with the story of Eve, 
reflecting man’s attitudes to woman in patriarchal culture. Her Eve in three forms 
cited above, clarifies the symbolic meaning and the function of feminized nature in 
literary works. 
 
5  The Comparison between Part I and Part II 
In O Pioneers!, the sharp contrast between the two different descriptions of 
landscape makes the feminized nature more complex and significant. It is 
necessary to compare the descriptions of land in Part I to those in Part II in order 
to make a dialectical analysis on the difference. The comparison includes two 
aspects: the first one is the distinction between the landscape descriptions; the 
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second one is the difference in the characters’ attitudes to nature and land. Unlike 
the gratifying landscape of the great harvest discussed above, the landscape in Part 
I is frustrating. In Part I, the Divide is described as a “dark country”.   
 
Although it was only four o’clock, the winter day was fading. The road led  
southwest, toward the streak of pale, watery light that glimmered in the 
leaden sky. The light fell upon the two sad young faces that were turned 
mutely toward it: upon the eyes of the girl, who seemed to be looking with 
such anguished perplexity into the future; upon the sombre eyes of the boy, 
who seemed already to be looking into the past. The little town behind 
them had vanished as if it had never been, had fallen behind the swell of 
the prairie, and the stern frozen country received them into its bosom. The 
homesteads were few and far apart; here and there a windmill gaunt 
against the sky, a sod house crouching in a hollow. But the great fact was 
the land itself, which seemed to overwhelm the little beginnings of human 
society that struggled in its sombre wastes.  It was from facing this vast 
hardness that the boy’s mouth had become so bitter; because he felt that 
men were too weak to make any mark here, that the land wanted to be let 
alone, to preserve its own fierce strength, its peculiar, savage kind of 
beauty, its uninterrupted mournfulness. (11; emphases added) 
 
If the gratifying landscape represents the triumph of human over nature, then 
this “dark country” landscape represents human’s faintness in the face of nature. 
This landscape is dark and somber, and its atmosphere is unsettling and horrifying. 
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Compared to this frustrated landscape, the nature represented in Part II is bright 
and delightful: 
 
There is something frank and joyous and young in the open face of the 
country. It gives itself ungrudgingly to the moods of the season, holding 
nothing back. Like the plains of Lombardy, it seems to rise a little to meet 
the sun. The air and the earth are curiously mated and intermingled , as if 
the one were the breath of the other. You feel in the atmosphere the same 
tonic, puissant quality that is in the tilth, the same strength and 
resoluteness. (58; emphases added) 
 
The air is filled with joy and excitement, and the atmosphere of the landscape 
is full of strength. The sunshine and the earth make the landscape in this paragraph 
more like a pastoral garden. Meanwhile, the spontaneous harmony of the air and 
the earth, and the fertility of the soil reveal another aspect of the Genius. Thus the 
depictions of the landscape in Part I and in Part II are totally different, from the 
use of language to their metaphoric implications.  
As well as the landscape descriptions, Alexandra’s and her father  John’s 
attitudes to the land are different. As it has been discussed above, the gratifying 
landscape of the great harvest and beautiful farm was presented in Part II. 
However, the horrible and cruel landscape in Part I “The Wild Land” which 
features John as a representative of the earlier generation of pioneers, makes a 
sharp contrast with the warm and joyous harvest landscape in Part II. The 




John Bergson had made little impression upon the wild land he had come 
to tame. It was still a wild thing that had its ugly moods; and no one knew 
when they were likely to come, or why. Mischance hung over it. Its 
Genius was unfriendly to man. (16; emphases added) 
 
Bergson went over in his mind the things that had held him back. One 
winter his cattle had perished in a blizzard. The next summer one of his 
plow horses broke its leg in a prairie-dog hole and had to be shot. Another 
summer he lost his hogs from cholera, and a valuable stallion died from a 
rattlesnake bite. Time and again his crops had failed. He had lost two 
children, boys, that came between Lou and Emil, and there had been the 
cost of sickness and death. (16) 
 
In these two paragraphs, land affords an unpleasing and ill -favored image, 
and even brings forth hideous incidents and deaths to deaths to John. However, for 
Alexandra in Part I, nature exhibits an opposite image:  
 
Her face was so radiant that he felt shy about asking her. For the first time, 
perhaps, since that land emerged from the waters of geologic ages, a 
human face was set toward it with love and yearning. It seemed beautiful 
to her, rich and strong and glorious. Her eyes drank in the breath of it, 
until her tears blinded her. Then the Genius of the Divide, the great, free 
spirit which breathes across it, must have bent lower than it ever bent to a 
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human will before. (50; emphases added) 
 
That night she had a new consciousness of the country, felt almost a new 
relation to it. Even her talk with the boys had not taken away the feeling 
that had overwhelmed her when she drove back to the Divide that 
afternoon. She had never known before how much the country meant to  
her. The chirping of the insects down in the long grass had been like the 
sweetest music. She had felt as if her heart were hiding down there, 
somewhere, with the quail and the plover and all the little wild things that 
crooned or buzzed in the sun. Under the long shaggy ridges, she felt the 
future stirring. (54; emphases added) 
 
With a loving and yearning attitude to nature, Alexandra has experienced the 
free spirit of nature. It is the discrepancy of the descriptions of nature and the 
dissimilarity of the characters’ attitudes to it that sufficiently shows the 
development of the plot and the diversity of the image of nature.  
In O Pioneers!, Cather intentionally makes this sharp and clear contrast in 
order to establish two kinds of images for nature and women. Further evidence to 
enforce this contrast can be seen in the difference between the two female 
characters in the novel, the strong-minded Alexandra and the emotional Marie. In 
Part II, Cather focuses more on the love triangle between Frank, Emil and Marie. 
Frank cannot put up with his wife Marie, whom he suspects to have fallen in love 
with Emil, and ends up shooting them to death. The text implies that Marie is the 
culprit of this tragedy. She represents the two sides of nature as female. At first, 
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Marie is described as a devotee and an advocate of nature. She expresses her 
special sense and emotion to nature and animals. For example, she expresses her 
strong love for trees to Emil: “I like trees because they seem more resigned to the 
way they have to live than other things do. I feel as if this tree knows everything I 
ever think of when I sit here” (114-115). She also feels sad for the ducks which 
were shot by Emil: “I hate to see them when they are first shot. They were having 
such a good time, and we’ve spoiled it all for them” (96). She believes that even 
the animals have the right to enjoy happiness and asks for Emil not to hurt the 
ducks again: “…they’re too happy to kill. You can tell just how they felt when they 
flew up. They were scared, but they didn’t really think anything could hurt them. 
No, we won’t do that anymore” (96). From Alexandra’s view, Marie is so 
attractive, like “a little brown rabbit” (101), and her main charm comes from her 
love for nature, while she herself is a symbol of favorable nature. She loves nature 
and assimilates with it as if nature is embodied in her. However, at the end of the 
novel, she gets involved in the tragedy because of the other two characters. Frank 
shoots Emil and Marie and he is sentenced to death. If Marie was not so attractive, 
two innocent men would not have died. If Marie was not so passionate, the tragedy 
would not have happened. In this respect, Marie is portrayed as a contradictory 
woman who is a virgin and a witch at the same time. Alexandra’s psychology 
reveals Marie’s latent destructive influence: “She blamed Marie bitterly. And why, 
with her happy, affectionate nature, should she have brought destruction and 
sorrow to all who had loved her” (221).  
At the end of the novel, Alexandra concludes the two sides of femininity. The 
contradiction between the good and evil side of femininity, corresponds with the 
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one between the attractiveness and the destructiveness of nature, both of which 
enrich the image of “nature as female”.  
 
I’ve seen it before. There are women who spread ruin around them 
through no fault of theirs, just be being too beautiful, too full of life and 
love. They can’t help it. People come to them as people go to warm fire in 
winter. (227) 
 
From John’s to Alexandra’s point of view, from  the untamed wilderness to the 
cultivated nature, nature is established here as a multi-dimensional character in the 
novel. The novel also expresses the traditional American ecological attitude to the 
land. On one hand, for the American people the land is like a virgin, bearing the 
pastoral image, on the other hand, wilderness is like a witch or fallen Eve, which 
is disordered, chaotic, devastating and needs to be tamed and conquered by men. 
The tamed, improved, peaceful, and productive image of Mother nature is the 






Nature in Memory 
 
1  The Image of the Train 
We have discussed Cather’s urban nature and feminized nature in Chapter 
Three and Four. This chapter will discuss her other meaningful representation of 
nature which is indispensable to explicate her novels: nature in the past. Most of 
her novels are based on her childhood memories of Willow Shade, the Nebraska 
prairie and Red Cloud. When writing novels, she felt the power of the uprooted 
memories in her mind. There is no doubt that Cather is good at describing and 
representing the past nature from her own memory. There are many reviews on 
how nature in the past in the form of Native American culture is represented in her 
novels. While these studies have focused on the content of her memories, the ways 
in which they connect the past, the present and the future still have not been 
interpreted sufficiently. Above all, the way Cather depicts the past nature without 
giving any impression of abruptness and contradiction is very important, since it 
leads us to finally and fully comprehend her works. 
Some writers prefer to use the phantasmagorical images to reflect the 
psychological world of the character or to present the past memory and the past 
story, while others use the dramatic monologue to display characters’ feelings and 
to describe what happened in the past. Cather, however, does not adopt these styles. 
Instead of using dreams or dramatic monologue, she employs two intricate and 
delicate media to connect the present world with the past. 
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The first part of this chapter aims to interpret how the image of the tra in acts 
as a direct means to connect the past and the present, while the second part will 
discuss the way Cather employs a remarkable method to represent the relationship 
between the character and the surrounding landscape. As a whole, this chapter 
attempts to explicate and interpret the Cather’s intention to describe nature in 
memories, and the significance of these descriptions of the past nature. 
The railroad, as a product of the modern civilization, played a vital role in the 
nineteenth-century America. In Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West , 
William Cronon argues that during the second half of the nineteenth century, the 
American landscape was transformed in many respects. According to him, the rise 
of the railroad, especially the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad, exerted 
a great influence on every aspect of society and even on the landscape of America 
at that time. Viewing the railroad as a combination of first nature (original 
pre-human nature) and second nature (artificial nature), he argues that “they 
assimilated the railroad to the doctrine of natural advantages, merging first and 
second nature so that the two became almost indistinguishable”, and that 
“Wherever the rails went, they brought sudden sweeping change to the landscapes 
and communities through which they passed” (72). The train not only changed 
people’s way of life and the surrounding landscape, but also people’s percept ion of 
space. It reduced the distances between different places. Bringing the industrial 
civilization to the traditional primitive villages and transporting labor forces to 
cities, it demonstrates man’s yearning for a prosperous and wealthy civilized city.  
In The Machine in the Garden, Leo Marx remarks that the description of the 
train crossing the wilderness is a symbolic metaphor in the landscape for the 
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intrusion of the civilization into the primitive natural world. He points out that the 
development of the machine exerted a huge influence on American society: “In the 
1830’s the locomotive, an iron horse or fire-Titan, is becoming a kind of national 
obsession. It is the embodiment of the age, an instrument of power, speed, noise, 
fire, iron, smoke—at once a testament to the will of man rising over natural 
obstacles, and, yet, confined by its iron rails to a pre-determined path, it suggests a 
new sort of fate” (191). As one of the symbols of modern industrial civilisation, 
the train is the embodiment of man’s triumph over nature.  
The train, as one of the most important methods of transportation, often 
appears in Cather’s novels. For instance, at the beginning of the “The Bohemian 
Girl” (1912) “The trans-continental express swung along the windings of the Sand 
River Valley…” (3), and in “The Sculpture’s Funeral” (1905) “The night express 
shot, red as a rocket, out of the eastward marsh lands, and wound along the river 
shore under the long lines of shivering poplars that sentineled the meadows, the 
escaping steam hanging in gray masses against the pale sky and blotting out the 
Milky Way” (497). Cather integrates the rural landscape and industrialized one in 
her novels. She does not resist modern urban culture when depicting landscapes. 
With the help of the train, the space is enlarged, and becomes mobile rather than 
static in the novel. The country and urban spaces are connected as well as the 
landscapes of civilization and wilderness. In Cather’s novels, the train is the 
metaphor for the connection or merge of these two aspects. 
Facknitz observes that the train plays an important role in Cather’s life: 
“Cather was born four years after the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad, 
and by the time she died the railroads were already beginning to wane, giving way 
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to highways” (71). He then emphasizes that: “Trains, not wagons bring Cather’s 
migrants westward to the prairie; eastward, trains take them to education, careers, 
money, war, and European culture” (71). Referring to the historical context of the 
time, he also argues that “with the trains Cather implies a network of journeys and 
transferences” (71). As the important transportation in the Midwest, the trains 
bring the migrants to settle in the prairie and develop the West.  
The train as a metaphor directly or indirectly influences Cather’s writing. 
Based on her own experience, she introduces the railroad, the transportation 
system of the time, into the landscape to enlarge the space and the mobility of the 
novel, and even pushes forward the plot development. Take “Paul’s Case” as an 
example. Paul takes a train to New York, the big city which he is always longing to 
visit, and commits suicide by jumping off the train. Or in O Pioneers!, Carl 
Linstrum takes the train back from the East to the Midwest Nebraska prairie with 
the purpose of marrying Alexandra at the end of the novel. As is seen in these 
scenes, by means of the train, the different places and landscapes, or the 
wilderness and the civilization, the country and the city are connected and 
juxtaposed in one story. The train, by changing people’s way of life and human’s 
perception of space, symbolizes the intrusion of industrial civilisation into the 
primitive natural wilderness. In addition to this function of the metaphor, the 
image of the train embodies the past nature, by connecting man in the present to 
the past, to establish and strengthen the pastoral and nostalgic atmosphere in the 
novels. 
My Ántonia is generally considered as Cather’s one of the most successful 
novels on the frontiers and has established her fame in American literature. In the 
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beginning of the novel, Jim Burden, a middle-aged legal counsel for Western 
railways in New York, travels back to a Nebraska town where he had spent his 
childhood with Antonia. Jim Burden and the narrator “I” are sitting in the train, 
and the landscape outside the train reminds them of their childhood experience:  
 
While the train flashed through never-ending miles of ripe wheat, by 
country towns and bright-flowered pastures and oak groves wilting in the 
sun, we sat in the observation car, where the woodwork was hot to touch 
and red dust lay deep over everything. The dust and heat, the burning wind, 
reminded us of many things. (27) 
 
It is the train which combines the original nature with the artificial nature, 
namely the landscape outside the observation car with the hot woodwork covered 
with red dust inside. In this scene, the train, a symbol of the intrusion of modern 
industrial civilization into the wilderness and the natural world, embodies man’s 
triumph over nature. In addition to this metaphor, the image of the train connects 
the present with the past. If life is like a long journey, recollection is almost 
similar to taking a train into the past with the previous landscape reviving once 
again. In this sense, the train can transport people not only in space but also in 
time. Like a time machine, it takes the characters back into the past or forward into 
the future in Cather’s novels. At the beginning of the story, the orphan child Jim 
travels to the Nebraska prairie for the first time to meet his grandparents. The train 
acts as an agency, a medium which brings Jim from the present into the past, from 
the East to the West, from his middle age to his childhood.  
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The same occurrence can be seen in another short story, “The Treasure of Far 
Island”, in which the train serves as an important agency connecting the present to 
the past. The story begins with the famous young playwright Douglass Burnham 
taking the train back to his old Nebraska home, recalling his childhood memories 
and friendships: 
 
One afternoon, early in June, the Silvery Beaches of Far Island were 
glistening in the sun like pounded glass, and the same slanting yellow rays 
that scorched the sand beat upon the windows of the passenger train from 
the East as it swung into the Republican Valley from the uplands. Then a 
young man [Douglass Burnham] dressed in a suit of gray tweed changed 
his seat in order to be on the side of the car next river…As the train 
rumbled over a trestle built above a hollow grown up with sunflowers and 
ironweed, he sniffed with delight the rank odor, familiar to the prairie  bred 
man, that is exhaled by such places as evening approaches…I’m getting 
home sure enough. And heavens! there’s the island, Far Island, the Ultima 
Thule; and the arched tree, and Spy Glass Hill, and the Silvery Beaches; 
my heart’s going like a boy’s. (265-6) 
 
The train from the East swinging into the valley above is, just like one in My 
Ántonia, moving from civilization into the country filled with his childhood 
memories. He is taking the train from the East back to his hometown in Empire 
City, Nebraska, where he had spent his innocent childhood days twelve years ago. 
The train acts as the agency and a tool for the protagonist to revisit his childhood. 
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He delights in watching the shining curves of the river and is excited when 
sniffing the familiar odor of the prairie. His childhood experience is to be revived, 
and time is to flow backwards in this episode.  
The familiar names of place bring forth nostalgic yearning in his mind. At the 
end of the story, we realize that the whole plots were constructed by the 
protagonist’s recollection of his childhood experience and friendship. The next day 
after his arrival, Douglass goes to a party with the locals and meets his old 
childhood friend Margie, when their childhood memories are revived. Douglass 
and Margie talk and recall the good old days, until Douglass asks Margie if they 
can go back to the Far Island where they used to play as children together. They 
venture out and dig up the treasures which they had buried there in their childhood. 
They are satisfied with the fantastic experience they used to have on the island, 
and Douglass feels that it is so real that he seems to go back to his childhood 
again: “he felt as a boy might feel who had lost all his favorite marbles and his 
best pea shooter and the dog that slept with him, and had found them all again. He 
tried to follow, step by step, the wonderful friendship of his childhood” (74).  
Throughout the whole story, the train works as an agency that brings the 
protagonist back to his childhood, where he can recapitulate and rejoice the 
nostalgic places and the good old days all over again. In a word, by using the 
image of train, Cather directly connects the country and the city, and the present 
and the past together. In addition to this, Cather uses another magnificent and 
remarkable method to represent nature in the past as well.  
 
2  The Character and the Landscape 
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When we come to a prairie, we feel a sense of freedom. When we live in the 
city, we are aware of the noise. Similar to nonhuman animals, humans have a sense 
of space, and in the meantime, humans comprehend the world rationally. Cather is 
a very sensitive writer. She visits many places in her life, observes, smells and 
feels places; she can capture the sentiment exquisitely. However, Cather does not 
only describe the landscape but also depicts the emotional relationship between 
the landscape and humans. When writing these novels, she pays much attention to 
the way characters in the novels perceive the landscape, nature and the 
surrounding spaces. Their perceptions of them frequently have a symbolic 
meaning in her novels.  
This section will discuss the way Cather represents the past nature by 
portraying the natural landscape and by describing the relationship between the 
character and the landscape. The emergence and the development of the term 
‘landscape’ is inextricably associated with the development of human’s inner self. 
The term ‘landscape’, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, was first used 
in 1603, signifying the scenery in a painting: “A picture representing natural 
inland scenery”. From 1725, ‘landscape’ began to signify the land or natural 
scenery perceived through individual’s viewpoint: “A view or prospect of natural 
inland scenery, such as can be taken in at a glance from one point of view” . 
Considering the historical background at that time, such as the development of 
modern science, the Reformation, and the industrialization and the 
commercialization of the society, it is not surprising to see the evolution and the 
development of the word ‘landscape’. From that time on, humans began to realize 
their own points of view created and modified by their own inner selves and began 
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to be segregated and separated from nature. According to J. H. Van den Berg, the 
Dutch psychiatrist, the birth of nature is inseparably associated with human’s 
consciousness of inner self. He takes Da Vinci’s world-famous painting Mona Lisa 
as an example. He believes that Mona Lisa and Luther’s manuscript embody the 
same spiritual expressions. Mona Lisa’s smile, in his view, is a sign of the 
abundant inner world and the secret hidden inner self. Furthermore, he points out 
that the landscape in this painting has extraordinary significance, which 
symbolizes human’s estrangement from nature.  
 
At the same time she [Mona Lisa] is the first (it is unavoidable) who was 
estranged from the landscape. The landscape behind her is justly famous; 
it is the first landscape painted as a landscape, just because it was a 
landscape. A pure landscape, not just a backdrop for human actions: nature, 
nature as the middle ages did not know it, an exterior nature closed within 
itself and self-sufficient, an exterior from which the human element has, 
in principle, been removed entirely. (Van den Berg 231) 
 
‘Landscape’ as natural scenery from man’s viewpoint separates human from 
nature, and destroys the original bondage of human with nature. In the 
introduction of Landscape and Memory, Simon Schama shows a similar assertion: 
“For although we are accustomed to separate nature and human perception into 
two realms, they are, in fact, indivisible” (6). Leslie Marmon Silko also maintains 
that the term landscape is actually a misleading: “So long as the human 
consciousness remains within the hills, canyons, cliffs, and the plants, clouds, and 
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sky, the term landscape, as it has entered the English language, is misleading”. 
Silko believes that the relationship between the humans and their surroundings is 
not correctly described by a portion of territory, for when humans stand on a 
mountain peak or a high mesa edge, they already become a part of the 
surroundings. So, the term landscape is misleading, because it is based upon 
dualism of the subject and the object, or the viewer and the view, as well as upon 
homocentrism of the dominant human and the subordinate surroundings : “This 
assumes the viewer is somehow outside or separate from the territory he or she 
surveys. Viewers are as much a part of the landscape as the boulders they stand on. 
There is no high mesa edge or mountain peak where one can stand not 
immediately be part of all that surrounds” (884-85).  
In Cather’s novels, human’s separation from and integration with the 
surrounding landscape are of great significance, which deserves discussion and 
analysis. Cather occasionally allows the characters to merge into the landscape as 
a part of it, while sometimes keeps them out of and detached from the landscape as 
a viewer or an outsider. She displays these two distinct depictions delicately and 
exquisitely. When the character is half merged into the landscape, still keeping 
their selfhood independent of the surroundings, he or she sometimes comes up 
with the half collective memories or the historical landscape—the landscape which 
tells about what happened there in the past. This sympathy between the character 
and the surrounding landscape in the past forms one of Cather’s important ways of 
representing the past nature in her novels. 
In “Dangerous Crossings: Historical Dimensions of Landscape in Willa 
Cather’s My Ántonia, The Professor’s House, and Death Comes for the 
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Archibishop”, Carol Steinhagen classifies the dangerous crossings which appear 
frequently in Cather’s three representative novels: “movement from one 
geographical region to another, movement from one isolating shelters like attic 
rooms into society, movement from conception to art, and movement from life to 
death” (63). What she regards as the most dangerous crossing is the one which 
leads man into the realm of all-ness. Because it diminishes the self in modern 
society, separating it from the historical landscape that allows it to experience the 
collective memory. In a sense, the dissolution of the ego consciousness means the 
death of the individual and the inner self: 
 
To truly cross into the realm of all-ness is dangerous because it separates 
the individual from those literary and historical forces that have given her 
a sense of selfhood and allowed her to participate in the collective 
memory that has created a shared sense of landscape. It is, as Cather 
recognized, a kind of self-destruction. (66) 
 
The self-destruction here means the loss of the inner self, the vanishing of the 
subjective ego. When man completely merges into the landscape, his inner self is 
lost and unable to feel anything around him, to be finally estranged from the 
landscape. Keeping his selfhood awake to gain sympathy with the landscape, man 
can achieve a sense of oneness with nature, experience a land and participate in 
the collective memories engraved in the landscape. Steinhagen’s term of  the 
dangerous crossings is a thought-provoking perspective that arouses human’s 
reflection and concern on the relationship between human and the landscape in 
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Cather’s novels. There are many other descriptions on the dangerous crossings in 
her works than what Steinhagen deals with in her article. For example, an intricate 
relation between the character and the landscape is embodied in Cather’s another 
famous novel, The Song of the Lark as well. Furthermore, in My Ántonia, there are 
some other episodes which also represent the way a character participates in the 
collective memory and the historical landscape.  
 
3  Jim Burden’s Experience in My Ántonia 
My Ántonia begins with the story of Jim Burden, a ten-year-old orphan who 
moves from Virginia to the West to live with his grandparents in Black Hawk, 
Nebraska. As a boy who lived in pastoral Virginia for ten years, Jim has only a 
limited experience in the world, and the wilderness and emptiness of the Nebraska 
landscape overwhelms him the moment he arrives in the Nebraska prairie at night. 
The following is Jim’s first impression of the prairie:  
 
There seemed to be nothing to see; no fences, no creeks or trees, no hills 
or fields. If there was a road, I could not make it out in the faint starlight. 
There was nothing but land: not a country at all, but the material out of 
which countries are made. (718) 
 
This description tells about how Jim is related to the landscape which reflects 
not only Jim’s feeling but also Cather’s first impression on the prairie as well. The 
episode above is narrated from the viewpoint of Jim as an outside observer, 
because Jim feels literally separated from the landscape at this time. He claims 
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that the Nebraska prairie as a natural scenery or an alienated object is something 
he has never seen before. He realizes that the scenery here is very different from 
the pastoral scenery in Virginia; there is no fence, no creek and no mountain or 
trees here. The empty and primitive prairie changes his inherent and familiar 
aesthetics of the landscape. Jim’s encounter with the wilderness and the 
primitiveness of the prairie symbolizes the human’s yearning to return to the early 
primitive stage where human beings and nature are still together, which is derived 
from Cather’s own experience. 
Although Cather was not an orphan like Jim, her visit to the Nebraska prairie 
and Jim’s one obviously overlap. She herself had an impression which is very 
similar to his: “The land was open range and there was almost no fencing. As we 
drove further and further out into the country, I felt a good deal as if we had come 
to the end of everything—it was a kind of erasure of personality…” (Woodress, 
Life 31). Young Cather was apparently overwhelmed by the primitive landscape of 
the prairie because it was so vast that she felt her own self shrank into nothingness.  
In other words, she felt as if she reached the boundary between human and nature 
and her consciousness of inner self disappeared.  
 Jim deeply feels the mysterious power of the prairie as he stays there, just 
like Cather did: “I had the feeling that the world was left behind, that we had got 
over the edge of it, and were outside man’s jurisdiction” (718). Jim regards this 
place as being beyond human’s control, and he further describes this feeling: 
“Between that earth and that sky I felt erased, blotted out” (718). Steinhagen 
asserts that the word “erased” is symbolic and meaningful, since it “suggests not 
just a dangerous but a fatal crossing into a world without landscape” (66). Jim’s 
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inner self is so much overwhelmed by the vast and immense wilderness of the 
prairie that it is on the verge of being extinguished.  
Jim’s mind continues to be profoundly impressed by the Nebraska prairie as 
the plot develops. He begins to explore his new surroundings to find a larger 
cornfield and a sorghum patch. Walking westward, he finds out that as far as his 
eyes can reach, there is nothing but rough shaggy red grass as tall as he is. 
Standing among the tall red grass, he has other impressions of the prairie as 
follows: 
 
As I looked about me I felt that the grass was the country, as the water is 
the sea. The red of the grass made all the great prairie the color of 
wine-stains, or of certain seaweeds when they are first washed up. And 
there was so much motion in it; the whole country seemed, somehow, to 
be running. (722) 
 
I can remember exactly how the country looked to me as I walked beside 
my grandmother along the faint wagon-tracks on that early September 
morning. Perhaps the glide of long railway travel was still with me, for 
more than anything else I felt motion in the landscape, in the fresh, 
easy-blowing morning wind, and in the earth itself, as if the shaggy grass 
were a sort of loose hide, and underneath it herds of wild buffalo were 
galloping, galloping… (723) 
 
The motion in the landscape becomes a critical metaphor in the novel. It is 
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not realistic for a ten-year-old boy to have this shrewd intuition or deep insight 
about the land. The description of the grass land cited above seems to be more of 
the voice of the author herself than Jim’s. Cather first visited the Nebraska prairie 
in 1883, at the age of nine. Almost 30 years later, before she gave up her work in 
McClure’s to concentrate on writing, she made a trip to the Southwest again in  
1912. The journey to the West made Cather recollect her childhood memories, to 
which she began to be devoted. Presumably she attained a new realization of a 
series of events in American history, including the different social changes that 
happened in her lifetime, and the influence of the Westward Movement, which she 
employed as the background of the plots in her novels. After she came back to 
New York, she composed a series of prairie novels, including the most influential 
O Pioneers! and My Ántonia. 
The land where Jim Burden stands does not actually quake. What made the 
description remarkable is that a historical connotation is hidden in the landscape: 
the motion in the landscape is in fact an implication of the Westward Movement. 
The story of My Ántonia is based on little Cather’s memory of the Nebraska prairie 
in 1883. When Cather first visited there, the herds of wild buffalo could not be 
seen anymore. But around 10 years before, there were plenty of them as well as 
other wildlife running freely on the land, making the land seem to shake. What Jim 
is hearing and feeling is a situation which existed 10 years before in the Nebraska 
prairie. Since then, the Westward Movement had made the place the frontier 
between the wilderness and the civilization. The motion in the landscape is the 
product of Jim’s imagination which demonstrates the process of conquering the 
wildness in American history.  
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As he is standing among the huge red grass and indulges himself in the 
amazing landscape, Jim attains this historical connotation through his integration 
into the landscape and the diminishment of his consciousness. The paragraph 
between these two quotations above fully explains what happens in his mind: “I 
had almost forgotten that I had a grandmother, when she came out,  her sunbonnet 
on her head, a grain-sack in her hand, and asked me if I did not want to go to the 
garden with her to dig potatoes for dinner” (722-3). Jim admits that he had nearly 
forgotten the fact that he was with his grandmother there. This shows that he is so 
much enchanted by the landscape that he becomes unconscious and forgets things 
around him. As the scene when Jim arrives at the Nebraska prairie and observes 
the surrounding landscape as a viewer, this episode also exemplify that his 
consciousness of inner self starts to disappear and begins to be merged with the 
historic landscape as a part of it.   
On some occasions, Jim loses his self to be a part of the landscape, while on 
the others he is aware of the surrounding environment as an observer. Cather 
applies this ambiguity to represent an intricate relationship, which might be called 
the corresponding sympathy or the imaginary empathy, between humans and the 
landscape. This sympathy is transient, yet it provides Jim with the past story of the 
landscape to show the reader through his imagination the scenery of the Nebraska 
prairie of the past when the buffalos were still galloping there.  
What Jim has imaginatively seen in the red grass leads him into the depth of 
the wilderness. He believes that if he goes further through the red grass, he would 
reach the end of the world where only the sun and the sky would exist and he 
would fly like a tawny hawk. Jim indulges himself in his imaginary perception of 
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the red grass and becomes so sympathetically united with the prairie that he 
becomes unaware of almost everything, until his grandmother suggests him to go 
to her garden. He goes there a quarter mile away from the house and tells his 
grandmother that he would like to stay up there for a while. He feels content that 
he will be left alone in the garden so that he can enjoy the new feeling of lightness. 
He sits down and leans his back against a warm yellow pumpkin in the middle of 
the garden, dissolving into the landscape and the surrounding natural scenery 
again:    
 
All about me giant grasshoppers, twice as big as any I had ever seen, were 
doing acrobatic feats among the dried vines. The gophers scurried up and 
down the ploughed ground. There in the sheltered draw-bottom the wind 
did not blow very hard, but I could hear it singing its humming tune up on 
the level, and I could see the tall grasses wave. The earth was warm under 
me, and warm as I crumbled it through my fingers. Queer little red bugs 
came out and moved in slow squadrons around me. Their backs were 
polished vermilion, with black spots. I kept as still as I could. Nothing 
happened. I did not expect anything to happen. I was something that lay 
under the sun and felt it, like the pumpkins, and I did not want to be 
anything more. I was entirely happy. Perhaps we feel like that when we 
die and become a part of something entire, whether it is sun and air, or 
goodness and knowledge. At any rate, that is happiness; to be dissolved 
into something complete and great. When it comes to one, it comes as 




Compared to the scene of the waving red grass, Jim’s perception of nature in 
his grandmother’s garden is more comprehensive and profound. According to 
Steinhagen, this situation provides Jim with an opportunity to cross into some new 
imaginative viewpoint: “At this primitive stage in his own life history Jim Burden 
is open to the opportunity for a ‘natural’ cessation of consciousness, an effortless 
crossing into the realm of all-ness that he experiences in his grandmother’s garden” 
(66). By crossing into there, Jim merges into the surroundings and gains more 
profound realization of the history of the landscape. While his experience in the 
red grass relates to the vast prairie only in a historical sense, his experience in the 
garden recapitulates the evolution of organisms. He sees the insects, grasses, vines, 
feels the earth, hears the wind. He is completely absorbed into the natural 
landscape and realizes the whole ecosystem is interdependently and organically 
operated with human beings included. 
Humans have always considered themselves as the rational creatures. With 
the rapid development of industrialization and urbanization, the rational human 
beings insist that they are superior to other creatures because they have knowledge 
and reason, and begin to conquer, transform and sometimes exploit nature. The 
organically equal and profoundly varied natural world was replaced by the binary 
opposition of human and nature. However, when Jim considers himself to be only 
“something that lay under the sun and felt it, like the pumpkins,” his inner self 
shrinks considerably and is freed from reason and knowledge. He gradually 
dissolves into the organic natural world to perceive and realize that he is at the 
mercy of the system of the whole ecological world as much as the animals, the 
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plants and other organisms. According to Aldo Leopold, human beings only serve 
as one part of the biological chain. He argues on the “the community concept” and 
“the land ethic” as follows: 
  
…man is, in fact, only a member of a biotic team is shown by an 
ecological interpretation of history. Many historical events, hitherto 
explained solely in terms of human enterprise, were actually biotic 
interactions between people and land. The characteristics of the land 
determined the facts quite as potently as the characteristics of the men 
who lived on it. (205) 
 
Through Jim’s epiphany in the garden, Cather recovers and restores the 
essential relationship between human and nature. The world that Jim perceives and 
experiences in the garden is the one where humans are restored to nature, the one 
which presumably existed and was sustained before the emergence of human’s 
knowledge and art. Along with Jim’s other perception of the landscape in the novel, 
these two episodes in the initial part illustrate Cather’s remarkably deliberate way 
of dealing with the relationship between the character and the landscape.  
  
4  Thea’s Experience in The Song of the Lark 
As well as My Ántonia, Cather also portrays the complicated relation of the 
protagonist and the landscape in another important novel,  The Song of the Lark. It 
is written in 1915 and generally considered to be the second novel in Cather’s 
prairie trilogy, following O Pioneers! and preceding My Ántonia. Thea Kronborg, 
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the heroine of the novel, was born in the fictional small town of Moonstone, 
Colorado. The story persistently revolves around the theme of how Thea, a small 
western town girl, leaves her hometown for the big city to fulfil her dream of 
becoming a well-trained artist. 
At the beginning of the story, when Thea is still a teenage girl, she is deemed 
to have a talent for music. She begins to play the piano under the guidance of an 
old music teacher in the town. Ray Kennedy, one of Thea’s intimate friends, who 
is an adventurous thirty-year-old conductor, always takes Thea to different places 
by train and tells stories of the West to her. One day, they are talking joyfully on 
their way to Denver. When the train passes Arizona, Thea and Ray are excited and 
distracted by a plateau with great red sandstone boulders. Ray, who has frequently 
visited Mexico City begins to tell her more and more about his adventures in the 
Southwest and the Native American civilization. Ray tells Thea that without using 
metals and instruments, the Indians built their houses in a big depression of a cliff: 
“The sandstorms had dug out big hollows in the face of a cliff, and the Indians 
built their houses back in that depression” (396). Then, Ray continuously talks 
excitedly about his experience of cracking aborigine’s burial mounds at that time. 
For Ray, the pottery which they had dug out is more remarkable and prettier than 
modern pottery. He sincerely advises Thea to have a rest and live in the rock-house 
on the cliff if possible. If she did, Thea would be able to understand the history 
first-hand and learn how to cope with various difficulties, he says. 
 
When you sit in the sun and let your heels hang out of a doorway that 
drops a thousand feet, ideas come to you. You begin to feel what the 
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human race has been up against from the beginning. There’s something 
mighty elevating about those old habitations. You feel like it’s up to you to 
do your best, on account of those fellows having it so hard. You feel like 
you owed them something. (399) 
 
Although Ray dies in a train accident at the end of Part I, he is a critical 
character and has a great influence on Thea’s future career to head her to the later 
experience in the cliff dwellings. Ray helped Thea understand the Native 
American culture and civilization, which foreshadows Panther Canyon episode in 
the latter part of the novel. Ray also leaves a lot of money for the 17-year-old girl 
to leave the small town for Chicago to learn music and fulfil her dream of 
becoming an artist, which serves as a turning point in her life.  
In Part II, however, she does not get used to the life in the indifferent big city 
of Chicago, frequently feeling isolated, becoming increasingly confused and 
unconfident about her future. She gradually realizes that her weakness derives 
from the fact that she does not have self-confidence deep inside her heart, that she 
is afraid of talking to people and expressing her own ideas and that she is 
concerned with her music teacher who becomes increasingly dissatisfied with her. 
She makes up her mind to leave Chicago for her hometown Moonstone during the 
summer vacation. Although Thea’s vexation is pacified after the stay in 
Moonstone, and she appears to have got over her future concern, she has not 
experienced a personal transformation yet. After a while, however, she recognizes 
that her hometown is not the place for her to try something and that she no longer 
belongs to there. Her ambition takes her back to Chicago again, and she prepares 
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to confront and overcome the difficulties on her own.  
In Part III, returning to Chicago again, Thea meets Fred Ottenburg, a rich 
young man who affects her life no less than Ray. With Fred’s arrangements, Thea 
goes to a ranch in Arizona, which belongs to one of Fred’s friend. In the 
wilderness, she spends time relaxing on a cliff called Panther Canyon where the 
aborigine Indian Pueblo had inhabited. Thea’s experience there in Part IV, “The 
Ancient People” is usually considered as one of the highlights of the novel. Cather 
depicts in detail how Thea feels and perceives the pre-historic place during her 
stay in the Southwest. In the meantime, her affection for Fred deepens urging her 
to ask him to marry her without knowing that he has a wife who is emotionally 
detached from him and live separately. In Part V, Thea refuses Fred’s love and 
what we see there is a transformed, independent and confident female character. 
Ten years later, Thea finally fulfils her dream to be a renowned singer and 
successfully performs at the Metropolitan Opera House in New York City at the 
end of the novel. 
It is generally acknowledged that The Song of the Lark is a 
semi-autobiographical novel which consists of several elements relevant to 
Cather’s own life. For example, Thea’s childhood experience in Moonstone refers 
to Cather’s Nebraska childhood and Thea’s pursuit of art and music stems from 
Cather’s life-long interest in the glittering world of opera and art. Furthermore 
Thea’s interest in Arizona reflects Cather’s passion for the Southwest desert. The 
prototype of the heroine Thea is based on Cather’s friend Olive Fremstad, the 
great Metropolitan soprano. Thea is the mixture of Cather herself and Fremstad 
(Woodress, Life 163-4). Thea’s experience in Chicago reflects Cather’s life there 
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and other big cities. One of the intentions for Cather to introduce the world of art 
is to demonstrate her belief that “the pioneer women on the Divide possessed 
many of the traits of the artist, the drive, the perception, the energy, the creative 
force” (163). Compared to other novels, the space in The Song of the Lark is 
enlarged and the plot and the characters are more complicated.  
Many critics have focused on Thea’s Southwest trip and her pursuit of art, 
trying to find answers to the following inquiries. What does the Panther Canyon, 
one of the most attractive developments of the story, mean to Thea? What did Thea 
learn from the experience on the cliff? Sarah Clere argues that the reason why 
Thea left Chicago for Arizona was to rest and recuperate. She insists that for a 
long time the function of the Southwest in America is to provide Americans with a 
place to relax and escape from the modernized city: “Unlike the rest of the western 
United States, southwestern territory could still function as a regenerative, 
imaginative space, allowing individual Americans who visited to recuperate and 
escape from the complexity of the modern United States” (22). By the same token, 
the Southwest is shown as a refuge for Thea (and Cather herself) to escape for a 
while from the modernity of the United States. Clere also argues that the journey 
to the Southwest is a journey of culture-seeking: “Culture-seeking white 
Americans were even able to imagine themselves connected with these ancient 
civilizations” (24).  
 Ronna Privett argues that The Song of the Lark depicts Thea’s artistic 
development. Cather’s personal experience made her believe that artists must be 
able to separate themselves from their ordinary lives to discover their own talent 
and identity: “In The Song of the Lark, Willa Cather explores the way the solitude 
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and separation of four walls help Thea Kronborg discover the hidden talent buried 
deep inside—her passionate voice” (187). She believes that Panther Canyon is an 
important place, for it arouses Thea’s hidden passion for art, and Thea’s life there 
is the process of pursuing the essence of art. It is clear that Thea’s experience with 
the cliff-dweller culture in Panther Canyon is a turning point in her life, which is 
critical for us to explicate the novel.  
Two aspects of Thea’s perception of nature need to be discussed. How does 
she interpret the cliff dweller culture and the nature in the past Panther Canyon? 
How does she sympathize with the landscape in the novel? In addition to Panther 
Canyon, Thea has another remarkable experience in her hometown Moonstone in 
Part II. The difference between these two experiences, if any, will clarify the way 
they influence Thea’s life and career.  
It is Ray who first gave Thea access to the Pueblo Indian culture. Ray tells 
Thea in her girlhood many interesting stories about the Southwest and the Pueblo. 
After coming to Chicago, she meets Fred to be on intimate terms with him. Fred 
notices that Thea is always concerned with the cliff dweller ruins and wants to go 
down there. He advises her to have a rest in a ranch in Arizona in order to go to a 
place next to a Navajo reservation called Panther Canyon. Thea leaves Chicago for 
Panther Canyon to make a short rest to satisfy her long curiosity about the cliff 
dwellers and the Native American culture.  
Cather employs the same strategy in The Song of the Lark as in My Ántonia to 
represent the relationship between human and the landscape. At times, Thea is 
separated from the landscape as an outsider, while at other times, she is involved 
into it and obtains a historic sense of the place. She not only relaxes and enjoys 
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herself in Panther Canyon but also gets deeply absorbed in the canyon. Thea’s 
perceptions of the landscape are well represented in the fourth part of the novel. 
She starts her journey at the beginning of Part IV, and before entering into Panther 
Canyon she travels through a forest.  
 
Thea seemed to be taking very little through the wood with her. The 
personality of which she was so tired seemed to let go of her. The high, 
sparking air drank it up like blotting-paper. It was lost in the thrilling blue 
of the new sky and the song of the thin wind in the piñons. The old, fretted 
lines which marked one off, which defined her,—made her Thea Kronborg, 
Bowers’s accompanist, a soprano with a faulty middle voice, —were all 
erased. (544)   
    
Thea’s self disappears between the blue sky and the thin wind. The 
atmosphere which she is so tired of fades away. This description literally tells that 
Thea has forgotten the unpleasant and frustrating past. But, it also implies that 
Thea’s self dissolves into the surrounding landscape to be unified with it. Cather  
suggests that Thea leaves what she used to have behind passing through the woods. 
Because her “personality”—a characteristic of a person or the way an individual 
exists in the world—frees her. The boundary between people and nature fading 
away, it disappears between the sky and the wind.  
Presumably, Cather describes Thea’s integration into the landscape at the 
very beginning of Part IV to foreshadow Thea’s happy life in the Ottenburg ranch 
having a completely different relationship with the landscape in Panther Canyon. 
185 
 
After the detailed topographic depiction of Panther Canyon, Cather focuses more 
on Thea’s perception of the natural landscape. She puts emphasis on two aspects 
of Thea’s experience: her perception of the natural landscape and her new 
realization of the story about the landscape.  
Thea chooses one of the rock-rooms in the canyon as hers at first, and is 
extremely satisfied with the very small clean room filled with sunlight. Thea is 
fascinated with the yucca, the niggerhead cactus, the stream and the cottonwood 
seedlings at the bottom of the canyon. She takes a bath every morning in the 
stream near these plants. Thea completely involves herself with nature and feels 
comfortable there. She seems to be able to get away from “the stream of 
meaningless activity and undirected effort” (548) and to forget the fact that she is 
a utilitarian civilized young woman in pursuit of fame and wealth. Thea also 
shares a shrewd insight into the pervasive history enclosed in the landscape 
throughout her stay in the canyon. 
Her involvement in the past time is more comprehensive as well as diverse 
than Jim’s one in My Ántonia. In The Song of the Lark, the rock-room where Thea 
stays serves as an intermediate tool which takes the heroine back to the ancient 
culture and connects the ancient with the modern. For instance, Thea touches the 
carbon stains of the cooking smokes of the ancient people on the rock roof: “Thea 
could with her thumb nail dislodge flakes of carbon from the rock roof—the 
cooking-smokes of the Ancient People. They were that near! A timid, 
nest-building folk, like the swallows” (550). Lying on the rock shelf there, she 
feels the emotion of Native American people which seemed to have been handed 
down through generations from the ancient age: “It seemed to Thea that a certain 
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understanding of those old people came up to her out of the rock shelf on which 
she lay; that certain feelings were transmitted to her, suggestions that were simple, 
insistent, and monotonous, like the beating of Indian drums” (550). In the evening, 
she even dreams a sad dream of the past in the rock-room: “peculiar sadness—a 
voice out of the past, not very loud, that went on saying a few simple things to the 
solitude eternally” (550).  
Far away from the civilized modern city of Chicago, Thea comes to the 
Navajo reservation in Panther Canyon, staying in the rock-room where the ancient 
people had once stayed, leading a primitive innocent way of life. Surrounded by 
the voice of the past, the historic sense of the place and the ancient mysterious 
atmosphere, she imaginatively sees the images and the pictures of ancient people’s 
ordinary life emerge vividly in her mind. Thea seems to gain a new recognition of 
the sense of place and the story of community, which she would not have come 
across in the modern city. At the same time, she recollects what Ray had once told 
her about the ancient people, which helps her understand the suffering and the 
sadness the human race had experienced: 
 
On the first day that Thea climbed the water trail she began to have 
intuitions about the women who had worn the path, and who had spent so 
great a part of their lives going up and down it. She found herself trying to 
walk as they must have walked, with a feeling in her feet and knees and 
loins which she had never known before,―which must have come up to 
her out of the accustomed dust of that rocky trail.  She could feel the 




While walking up and down the trail, she suddenly feels as if her body, her 
feet and loins were no longer of her own. She imagines that she feels the same as 
the Indian women who had been going up and down the trail  and knows the 
hardship they suffered in ancient times. Emotionally united with the landscape, 
Thea achieves a sense of historical awareness. In her rare and blissful insight, she 
is enchanted by the beauty of the fragments of the decorated pottery.  
 
Again she found half a bowl with a broad band of white cliff-houses 
painted on a black ground. They were scarcely conventionalized at all; 
there they were in the black border, just as they stood in the rock before  
her. It brought her centuries nearer to these people to find that they saw 
their houses exactly as she saw them. (553) 
 
Thea sits and looks at the interesting fragments of the decorated pottery for a 
while nearly every afternoon. These mysterious fragments of pottery made by the 
ancient people invite her to retrospect the past. Seeing the delicate paintings, the 
graceful geometrical patterns and their special colors, she appreciates and enjoys a 
distant and historical form of art. The antique fragments of pottery act as media of 
history, conveying the historical, cultural, and even aesthetic information to 
modern people with the weight of time and place.  
Through Thea’s integration with the landscape, the images and the pictures of 
ancient people’s life and culture are presented vividly in Part IV, the part which 
plays a critical role in exploring the theme of the novel. Cather employs the 
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protagonist’s relationship with the landscape to present  the past nature in this 
novel. The final description of this part seems to reinforce Thea’s dissolution into 
the landscape. 
      
Thea turned away resolutely and began to go up the wall, using an 
irregular cleft in the rock for a path. The cliff, which looked almost 
perpendicular from the bottom, was really made up of ledges and boulders, 
and behind these she soon disappeared. (565) 
 
Fred had finished his pipe and was wondering whether he wanted another, 
when he heard a call from the cliff far above him. Looking up, he saw 
Thea standing on the edge of a projecting crag. She waved to him and 
threw her arm over her head, as if she were snapping her fingers in the air. 
(566) 
 
These two passages quoted above are the narration from the viewpoint of 
Fred who comes to Panther Canyon to accompany Thea. With the help of him, 
Cather portrays the scene of Thea’s integration with the landscape from other 
perspective than hers. From Fred’s point of view, Thea herself actually looks like 
to be a part of the landscape when she is climbing up the cliff. Her disappearance 
into the ledges and boulders deceives Fred into having an illusion that Thea has 
dissolved into the landscape. When he sees her standing between the sky and the 
gulf, Fred imagines that Thea and the cliff make up the whole landscape together. 
Although Thea’s journey in Panther Canyon is over as the novel ends, she 
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becomes an independent and confident woman from then on due to the forceful 
transformation occurred in her heart. Cather sums up Thea’s change after her 
experience with the ancient culture as follows: “Not only did the world seem older 
and richer to Thea now, but she herself seemed older” (554).  
Compared with Thea’s two-month stay in Panther Canyon, she is more or less 
separated and isolated from the landscape in her short visit to her hometown 
Moonstone in Part II.  
 
This earth seemed to her young and fresh and kindly, a place where 
refugees from old, sad countries were given another chance. The mere 
absence of rocks gave the soil a kind of amiability and generosity, and the 
absence of natural boundaries gave the spirit a wider range. Wire fences 
might mark the end of a man’s pasture, but they could not shut in his 
thoughts as mountains and forests can. It was over flat lands like this, 
stretching out to drink the sun, that the larks sang—and one’s heart sang 
there, too. Thea was glad that this was her country, even if one did not 
learn to speak elegantly there. It was, somehow, an honest country, and 
there was a new song in that blue air which had never been sung in the 
world before. (485) 
 
In this episode, Thea is an observer and a viewer of the landscape. She 
comments on the earth and the landscape, and realizes that the absence of rocks 
makes the earth appear amiable and generous. There she is glad and thanks the 
land for its expanse. Yet, even to be grateful to the land or to comment on the 
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landscape implies a distance and separation from nature. In this sense, Thea’s 
experience in Panther Canyon is essentially different from the one in Moonstone, 
and that presumably explains the reason why the huge personal change occurs 
after her stay in Panther Canyon. 
 
5  Nature in the Past 
Through the protagonist’s encounter and sympathy with the landscape, Cather 
represents nature in her novels with its own old story that has been forgotten to be 
recollected again by humans. Cather’s nature in the past provides the reader with 
an occasion to retrospect the relationship between human and nature in ancient 
times and introspect the one in modern times.  
In part I of the novel, Ray’s comments on the modern people’s misconception 
of the Native American are of great inspiration. Living for a long time in Mexico 
and knowing much about the people, he approves of their natural way of living and 
believes that modern people misjudge them. He sniffs at the remarks in the 
geography book that the Native Americans mastered the art of forging metals and 
cut houses out of rock by using metals. He believes that the civilization, in the real 
sense, begins with metals: “I guess civilization proper began when men mastered 
metals” (397). Ray’s remark here is of great significance. Since humans mastered 
the art of forging metals, they have always been determined to control and alter 
nature, whereas Native Americans never attempted to learn that art. Ray’s 
statement, so to speak, is of satire or irony which on the one hand, foreshadows 
Thea’s experience in Panther Canyon, and on the other arouses a reflection on the 
human-nature relationship ranging from ancient to modern times.  
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Silko helps us recognize more on the significance of nature in the past, as 
well as the difference between the Pueblo people and modern humans on the way 
of viewing and treating nature. She also tells us the reason why Cather frequently 
describes the Pueblo people. According to her, the term landscape misleads us in 
respect of human-nature relationship. In “Landscape, History, and the Pueblo 
Imagination”, Silko discusses the ancient Pueblo’s imagination and their modest 
attitudes to nature, which reminds us of another way of man’s living in the past:  
 
Standing deep within the natural world, the ancient Pueblo understood the 
thing as it was—the squash blossom, grasshopper, or rabbit itself could 
never be created by the human hand. Ancient Pueblos took the modest 
view that the thing itself (the landscape) could not be improved upon. The 
ancients did not presume to tamper with what had already been created. 
Thus realism, as we now recognize it in painting and sculpture, did not 
catch the imaginations of Pueblo people until recently. (885) 
 
Silko supposes that, although the modern people partially appreciate the art 
of the ancient Pueblo people thorough their apparently simple and ingenuous 
painting or sculpture, they still do not understand fully their imagination. They 
have a distinct way of viewing and treating nature, which is profoundly different 
from the way of modern people. Respecting and esteeming nature with the humble 
and modest attitude, Pueblo people manage to comply with the natural law rather 
than to conquer, change, improve, and disturb it.  
Silko’s remark reminds us of Cather’s view of the difference in the treatment 
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of nature between the Native American and the white people in her late work 
Death Comes for the Archbishop.  
   
… Father Latour judged that, just as it was the white man’s way to assert 
himself in any landscape, to change it, make it over a little (at least to 
leave some mark or memorial of his sojourn), it was the Indian’s way to 
pass through a country without disturbing anything; to pass and leave no 
trace, like fish through the water, or birds through the air. (419) 
 
It was the Indian manner to vanish into the landscape, not to stand out 
against it. The Hopi villages that were set upon rock mesas were made to 
look like the rock on which they sat, were imperceptible at a distance. 
(419) 
 
The Native American and the white man have completely different ways of 
treating nature. The former consider themselves as a part of nature and try to obey 
its law, conforming to the surroundings of the natural environment. On the other 
hand, the white man changes the natural law and has nature work for and serve 
human beings. It is a human-centered world view and an anthropocentric way of 
thinking. Along with the discovery of inner self in the modern people’s mind, they 
began to be separated from nature, viewing and evaluating nature as an object 
apart from them. The art of forging metals and the development of industrial 
civilization largely increased human’s desire to conquer and improve nature in 
order to make it serve human. Cather’s intention of making comments on the 
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contrast between the Native American and the modern people is to lead us to 
reflect on the modern people’s attitudes to and treatment of nature as well as the 







This dissertation attempted to examine and discuss about the representation 
of nature in Cather’s novels, the way the metaphor of nature or land both reflects 
and influences human attitudes to nature and the effect of the values represented in 
her novels on any ecological wisdom to solve the present environmental crisis.  
Chapter I discussed that the study of Cather, an influential and remarkable 
female writer who occupies a unique and important place in American literature, 
underwent a change from a traditional approach to a modern perspective, from 
focusing on the theme, the mode, the aesthetics and the moral value of her novels 
to emphasizing the cultural aspects such as gender, the immigration and the 
mythical significance of them. Also, the definition and the features of the main 
methodologies of this study, ecocriticism and ecofeminism are fully examined. As 
one of the newly developed literary theories, ecocriticsim is increasingly applied 
to interpretation of the literary canon with references mainly to the description of 
nature or landscape, the human-nature relationship and our common concerns 
about the environmental crisis. From this perspective, this thesis attempted to 
analyze Cather’s environmental imagination for the purpose of searching a new 
insight and viewpoint which might develop our interpretation of her works. The 
review of the historical changes of the meaning of the term ‘nature’ reminds us of 
the fact that nature originally meant everything, and that humans are a part of it. 
In Chapter II, the remarkable features of Cather’s writing style, as well as the 
critical stages of her life are discussed. Cather’s experience including her 
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childhood in Nebraska, apprenticeship in Pittsburgh, first trip to Europe and 
journalist life in New York had a huge influence on her writing. 
Chapter III investigated the image of cities in literary works, which has been 
incorporated into the vision of ecocriticism study as it developed. By attempting 
an ecocritical reading, this thesis focused on the description of urban nature and 
the image of cities in Cather’s novels after inferring the reason why the 
significance of the urban images had received relatively less attention. Cather’s 
different attitudes towards urbanism in various periods of her life are revealed and 
clarified by interpreting the city images in her works based on her multilayered 
symbolic urbanism. Also, the study of the city image in terms of social ecology on 
the one hand deepened our understanding of Cather’s theme of the novels, while 
on the other, helped us learn more about the source and origin of the contemporary 
environmental crisis. The social problems that Cather attempts to criticize in her 
novels such as the alienated city and the hierarchical domination of human by 
human are closely associated with contemporary environmental crisis. Along with 
huge development of modern technology, the original intimacy between human 
and nature is separated and alienated. As the competitive free market was 
established, the relationship between human beings is commercialized and 
materialized, giving rise to the idea of human’s dominating the natural world. This 
is one of the reasons why the ecocritical study of the urbanism is needed. 
In Chapter IV, firstly, the metaphoric and symbolic meaning of the feminized 
nature and the analogy between nature and women are investigated in one of 
Cather’s most important Nebraska novels—O Pioneers! Carolyn Merchant’s 
classification of the feminized nature— the desirable peaceful nature as a virgin 
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and the chaotic destructive nature as a witch—are identified in the examples in 
this novel. These two types of symbol reflect people’s different desires toward 
nature. Secondly, the perspective of ecofeminism and by comparison of the novel 
with Wordsworth’s poem “Nutting” and Whitman’s poem “Pioneers! O Pioneers!”  
proved that the metaphor of feminized nature in literary works implicates the 
human attitudes to nature. The study of feminized nature from the view of 
ecofeminism revealed that human’s invasion into nature is related to the patriarchy, 
the inequality between men and women and the binary opposition of man and 
nature, all of which are symbolized by the feminized nature in literary works. The 
wilderness in the American West depicted in Cather’s novels as a virgin urges 
human’s desire to conquer and exploit the land, while nature depicted as a 
benevolent fertile mother leads to human’s overexploitation and devastation of 
nature. The convention or topos of feminized nature in literary works influences 
and affects human’s way they deal with nature, to finally suggest, indirectly but 
significantly, the solution of the current environmental crisis.  
Chapter V investigated how the image of train acted as the agency to enlarge 
the space and connect the past and the present in Cather’s novels. The  emergence 
of the word “landscape” coincides with human’s discovery of inner self and their 
separation from nature. This chapter argues, with regard to the human-landscape 
relationship, that Cather occasionally allows the characters to merge into the 
landscape to be sympathetically united with it and to experience the collective 
memory of the pre-landscape, while sometimes keeps them detached from the 
landscape as a viewer and an outsider who make a comment on it. This delicate 
integration and separation construct Cather’s important way of representations of 
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nature in memory which connects the past and the present. By presenting nature in 
the past and indicating her aspiration for the primitive harmony between human 
and nature, Cather provides the reader with the opportunity to contemplate and 
reflect on the human-nature relationship in modern society. What Cather wishes to 
express most is supposed to be the regretfully conspicuous fact that the 
environmental crisis derived from human’s separation from nature. 
This thesis attempted to investigate and examine nature in Cather’s novels 
with two aims. The first one is, as a study of literature, to discuss and analyze 
Cather’s life and background, her wring principle and style, the image of cities, 
feminized nature and nature in memory from a comparatively literary perspective. 
The second is, as a study of ecocriticism, to examine its several important 
concepts to apply to the interpretation of Cather’s novels, with the intention to 
discern whether literary study may contribute to the solution of the contemporary 
environmental crisis. 
As a further development of the present study, the images of city and the 
relationship between landscape and characters in Cather’s other works should be 
analyzed, hopefully to support the argument of this thesis. In particular, the further 
study of the different views in which other writers represent nature is worth 
pursuing. Also the comparison of Cather’s works and other female writers needs to 
be developed in the near future.  
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page, line            error     correction  
4, footnote 1 Home Monthly was a monthly women’s 
magazine published in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania in the late 19th century. When 
Home Monthly was established in 1896, it 
hired Willa Cather as the managing editor. 
Cather oversaw the publication of 12 issues of 
the magazine between June 1896 and July 
1897. A number of Cather’s short stories were 
published in the magazine during her tenure. 
A monthly women’s magazine published in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in the late 19th 
century. When established in 1896, Cather, 
as the managing editor, edited the 
publication of 12 issues of the magazine 
between June 1896 and July 1897, which 
include a number of Cather’s short stories. 
4, footnote 3 Sarah Orne Jewett (1849–1909) was an 
American novelist, short story writer and poet, 
best known for her local color works set along 
or near the southern seacoast of Maine. Jewett 
is recognized as an important practitioner of 
American literary regionalism, whose 
suggestion greatly influenced Cather’s writing. 
“Sarah Orne Jewett, one of the most prepotent 
forces in her [Cather’s] literary development 
(Woodress, Life 129)”. 
An American novelist, short story writer 
and poet  (1849–1909), well known for 
regionalism works with the setting of the 
southern seacoast of Maine. Her practice of 
American literary regionalism and her 
suggestion had great influence on Cather’s 
writing. “Sarah Orne Jewett, one of the 
most prepotent forces in her [Cather’s] 
literary development (Woodress, Life 
129)”. 
42, footnote 7 Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850) was a French 
novelist and playwright. Due to his keen 
observation of detail and unfiltered 
representation of society, Balzac is regarded as 
one of the founders of realism in European 
literature.  
Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850), a French 
novelist and playwright, is regarded as a 
founder of realism in European literature 
with his shrewd observation of detail and 
transparent representation of society. 
42, footnote 9 Leo Tolstoi (1883-1945), a Russian writer, 
philosopher and political thinker, is a master of 
realistic fiction and is widely considered one 
of the world’s greatest novelists. 
Leo Tolstoi (1883-1945), a Russian writer, 
is known worldwide for his realistic 
fiction. 
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